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"Preface 


This is a reconstruction book. It looks to the future and assumes 
that the reader enjoys a moderate faith in man. It is sustained by the 
thought that even the immense collective crimes of the present have 
their encouraging side. In committing them and combatting them, 
men are exhibiting immense virtues — intelligence, courage, stead- 
fastness, initiative — in degrees which should daunt us all. Man’s pow- 
ers to invent, to organize, to dare, and to persist seem indeed almost 
too much for him. It looks as though, with enough incentive, nothing 
were too hard. The first mental task of reconstruction is to clear our 
incentives and choose more positive and permanent goals. 

One of these goals is a reasonable degree of communication spread 
out more evenly over the planet. How to attain that goal is our theme. 
It is a necessity now; necessary for human progress, necessary perhaps 
for human survival. Wc can no longer risk letting any large section 
of the human race live in separation, cut off' from the fullest possible 
communication with the rest. When the separated section is power- 
ful, we know what happens. It develops a warped understanding of 
its own interests, from which must come designs against the interests 
of the rest of the planet. National aggressions are no accidents, no 
local freaks of evil inspiration. They are outcomes of spiritual separa- 
tion. “A man who would live to himself alone must be either a beast 
or a god,” wrote Bacon in echo of Aristotle. That is as true of nations. 
Being no gods, they become either beasts of prey or their victims. For 
when the separated nation is weak, technologically undeveloped and 
helpless, its condition contributes to the same disasters. Such nations 
tempt others to prey upon them. Prewar China was the great example. 

It would be silly, of course, to regard such separation as the only 
cause of wars; sillier still to think that differences of language are the 
only or the chief barriers between nations. Nonetheless, linguistic bar- 
riers have their share in the responsibility. No one who knows Cen- 
tral Europe doubts that a commo n secondary language of discussion 
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-^free claries— would aid immensely in ironing out 

boundary* jElIsions. No one who knows the Far East doubts that 
rihina 5 i1q Japan must find linguistic access to the thought of the 
rest of the world if they are to join it in any real fashion. A common 
medium of communication between peoples rather than between 
governments is becoming an evident necessity. 

The sudden growth of physical communications has sharpened the 
moral. The plane, after the war, will mix us all up to a degree we have 
not yet imagined. The radio mixes us up already. And the radio has 
already been a chief instrument in cultivating those sentiments— of 
exclusive loyalty to the group, of disloyalty to the planet— which 
plunge us into wars. It is indeed these technological innovations, or 
rather their misuse, which we are suffering from. Without canned 
food, modern metallurgy, and oil, there could be no global war. These 
new inventions have not been balanced by equal developments in 
the means of mental transport— and thereby in the spreading of the 
common truths' which would make antagonism and disloyalty harder 
to cultivate. But these other discoveries are ready to hand— as these 
pages will attempt to show. 

I present first some of the reasons for believing that a simplified 
form of English is the most practicable common language, and with 
them, the grounds for doubting whether any artificial language yet 
devised or imagined could do the same work as adequately. I then 
describe the form of English which I believe most nearly meets the 
n ivd, its relationship to unlimited English, and how it has been dis- 
engaged from the parent language. I then discuss the teaching of this 
simplified F.n g li.sh and the aid which the sound motion picture, the 
radio, and other recent inventions can be in this instruction. Finally 
I show how this simplified form of English — far from offering any 
threat to full English— may be used to improve and enrich under- 
standing for those of us who are born to the language of Shakespeare 
and Milton. This last point is indeed of paramount importance. We 
should be poor servants of the future if in spreading the English lan- 
guage we impaired it. H^pily the very constitution of Basic English 
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makes it an influence tending in the other direction. It is no rival 
to or substitute for an Ampler English, where the use of that is feasi- 
ble. It is an introduction and an exploratory instrument. 


1. A. R. 

Cambridge, Massachusetts 
June 1, 1^43 
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Qhapter One 


ON THE CHOICE OF A SECOND OR WORLD 
LANGUAGE 


Let us be clear about some political essentials from the outset. How- 
ever desirable a common language for all the world may be, as a 
means of communication between peoples who in their homes speak 
different tongues, it neither can nor should be imposed by one nation 
or group of nations upon others. It must come into use freely, as a 
general convenience, under the urge of the everyday motives of man- 
kind. It must be taken up because men see it to be useful to them — 
too useful to be neglected. It must serve, and serve immediately, their 
economic, cultural, and social nepds. It must give them, right away 
from the start, a reward in increased possibilities and power. It must 
spread as the automobile, the electric light, and the telephone or air- 
plane have spread. Only so can it get behind it the drive required to 
carry through such a gigantic stride toward increased rationality in 
human affairs. 

Secondly, it must be clear from any threat to the economic, moral, 
cultural, social, or political status or independence of any person or 
any people. It must carry no implications of intellectual, technological, 
or other domination. No one in learning the world language must 
have excuse for even the least shadow of a feeling that he is submitting 
to an alien influence or being brought under the power of other 
groups. Most extensions of communications carry this political threat. 
To the Siamese of two generations back, with Burma and British 
Malaya on one side and French Indo-China on the other, the 
choice between English and French as a school subject brought the 
question up in a lively fashion. We can guard against this danger 
only by conceiving a world language in a truly planetary spirit — 
as a universal medium, not as an extension of the sphere of influence 
of some one pressure group. 
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Thirdly, as an obvious corollary, no one should be encouraged, 
far less compelled, to give up the language which is natively his, and 
adopt another. That usually entails too high a price in personal and 
cultural values to be tolerable. The common secondary language 
must be such that it can be learned without any sacrifice of men’s 
ability in their own primary languages. It can, in fact, be so easy to 
learn that much time now given ineffectually to foreign languages 
would be freed for further study and improvement in primary lan- 
guages — than which nothing is more important. 

Fourthly, and more positively, the learning and use of the common 
language should be symbolic of the learner’s participation in the 
common human political effort, a sign that he recognizes the claim 
upon him of the world commxmity — beyond that of his regional, 
racial, or cultural group. Only so will the spread of a world language 
be linked with the greatest of the unused sources of power — ^man’s 
new need, corresponding to his new knowledge, for a loyalty larger 
than any he has yet known. As the use of Latin in the Middle Ages 
fed, and in turn was supported by, the dream of the Holy Roman 
Empire, as the Chinese script once embodied the spirit of the Middle 
Kingdom, so the world language of our age, if it is to fit the larger 
world we live in, must be the instrument of purposes transcending 
those of any nation or group of present nations. It must be identified 
with a world view which values nations only as they contribute to 
a world aim. 

For this reason it would be better not to talk of it as an international 
language. Jeremy Bentham, who coined that word, would today 
be the first to insist that the purposes and practices of nations (those 
typical Benthamic fictions) in their dealings with one another are 
man’s chief disgrace. International affairs are a sad and ghastly record 
of greed and fear and fraud and fury. These are the necessary faults 
of the nation as an institution, and while there is one nation still 
existing there must be others. Their very being derives from mutual 
restraint, and “foreign relations” are the outcome. World affairs 
should be carefully distinguished, though they must at present, of 
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course, grow out of the happier impulses of nations. Supranational 
would be the better fitted word. The common language must carry 
and be carried by the supranational impulse, and be the organ of 
the supranational mind. 

Free adoption, absence of all threats of domination of any type, 
protection for primary languages, symbolization of supranational 
aims — these are some of the necessary political conditions for the 
coming into currency of a world secondary language. They have to 
be reconciled with equally necessary psychological and linguistic 
conditions. Let us consider these. The political considerations we 
have outlined seem to argue against any existing national language 
as a candidate. The other considerations weigh more heavily still 
against any artificial, constructed language. We shall take the psy- 
chological problems first. 

Dreams of a universal language that would bring the nations to 
better understanding have, of course, for centuries haunted the im- 
aginations of the generous-minded. Laments for the decay of Latin, 
proposals for renovating and reviving it, enthusiasms for Esperanto, 
Ido, Novial, Nulango — with these we are familiar. The trouble is 
that these generous designs are too rarely balanced by a concrete, 
living sense of actualities and practicalities. “Crackpot schemes!” is the 
current description of them in the mouths of hardheaded persons. 
This is a serious matter, since it is to hardheaded, practical men that 
we must look for effective action. We shall do well to examine the 
grounds for this adverse opinion as to artificial languages before con- 
sidering the proposals to use some form of an existing language. 

The root criticism of any revived or artificial language, however 
well designed, is that the immediate incentive which would make 
enough people learn and use one is lacking. We all want a better 
world. We may all agree that a world auxihary language would help. 
The cynical opinion, which dissents and says that the less we under- 
stand one another the better, will not be considered here. We may 
all wish that everyone would learn such a language. But these wishes, 
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however strong they might be, will never be strong enough to make 
enough people put enough time into learning an artificial language 
as a speculative investment. If you are to go to the trouble of learning 
a language you need to feel that you will get a return for your toil 
this very year. A man may plant an orchard and wait six years for 
his apples; but six months is long enough to wait for verbs and 
prepositions to bear fruit. You do not want access merely to a limited 
and artificial literature, or to a few other speakers and correspondents. 
You want a vast and undelayed expansion of your contacts. The 
feeling thc^t you are contributing in your small way to an idealistic 
but doubtful future is an inadequate motive. It is sad, but it is so. 
The realization that the speakers of any artificial language are un- 
likely to increase as rapidly as the inhabitants, say, of Madagascar 
is a fatal damper. 

Of course, if by world decree or world agreement all children 
everywhere were to be taught, say, Novial, and if most things worth 
reading or listening to were to be made available in that language, 
the prospect would be different. But here again we must separate 
dreams from actualities. Who is seriously expecting anything of that 
sort in any foreseeable future.? And on what sort of political judgment 
would such an expectation be based? Any of the many new artificial 
languages now in competition with one another or in preparation 
would need decades of widespread use before any recommendation 
for universal adoption would be conceivable. 

Linguistic considerations confirm these doubts as to the feasibility 
of artificial languages. Languages are shaped by use rather than by 
design. They acquire their powers — ^their suppleness, their overtones, 
their resourcefulness, their ability to serve human needs, their almost 
divine capacity to make a speaker wiser than he knows (and their 
devilish capacity to make a fool of him) — ^from use. Willy-nilly, the 
situations in which we use words and hear them used control them. 
Long-established languages have been hammered and wrought, 
broken and remade, at every point, in countless ways which only 
the biggest and best of dictionaries can show in detail. The amazing 
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interdependence of our words comes to them from use. Their forms 
and their meanings are survivors of a terrific elimination contest. 
No artificial language can acquire a tithe of such richness of inter- 
dependence, however cunningly the resources of roots are exploited, 
without centuries of wide and varied use. Until this mutuality be- 
tween its words is gained, literature in the serious sense is all but 
impossible. So is wit, so is real depth of emotional communication. 
A new auxiliary language would have to be used through many 
lifetimes before it could offer a learner possibilities of general com- 
munication equal to those given through even an inferior handling 
of any of the major languages, which have been through this process 
and been fitted by use to human affairs. The speaker of Esperanto 
who doubts this is probably importing into the interactions of its 
meanings many nuances from his mother tongue, nuances which 
will be inoperative for persons with a different background. With a 
simplified form of a living language these discrepancies are reduced. 
Its meanings are held in place by the extent of the common use 
its words have been put to. 

This limitation will be felt least in writing or speech with a scien- 
tific content, where many words stand for rigidly defined ideas and 
are relatively invariable in meaning from one sentence to another. 
This is the writing or speech that is easiest to translate. But in most 
use of language no such rigidity holds. In the discussion of affairs, 
the exchange of opinion, the pursuit of common human purposes, 
the adjustment of variant views; in most uses of speech except the 
plain statement of well-explored and agreed facts; in nearly every- 
thing but greetings, bromides, phatic communion, and the more hum- 
drum parts of trade and the sciences, matters are very different. In 
all this, in all the employments for which a general world language 
is most needed, words accommodate their meanings to the other 
words that accompany them, in myriad ways easier to analyze than 
to predict. But it is through these very shifts that our languages serve 
us; their words are controlled in these shifts by the collective ex- 
perimentation that has gone to their shaping. No designer of a new 
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language can supply out of his linguistic acumen (no matter how 
great it is) a substitute for this process. To compare organs of com- 
parable delicacy and complexity, no physiologist could design a diges- 
tive system able to adjust itself to meet all challenges from the cook! 
Our languages, like our digestive tracts, are products of experimenta- 
tion beyond the scope of any inventor. 

Such are, in brief, the chief arguments against auxiliary languages 
of the Esperanto type. They point to this. If there is to be a common 
language it must be a simplified, but not denatured, form of one 
of the world’s existing major languages. That would give the learner 
immediate access to innumerable speakers. It would lead into the 
parent language and so give the learner — up to the Limits of his ca- 
pacities — admission to a vast literature. Being part of the major lan- 
guage it would take from it the resourcefulness and interdependence, 
the hard-won mutual adjustment of its parts, needed if it is to serve 
the general purposes of mankind. Thus, two of our three require- 
ments would be met; the objections to Esperanto-type languages 
would be avoided. But what of the third, the political problem.? Is 
it conceivable that the very natural objections of individuals and 
nations to having the language of one section of the earth’s popula- 
tion put into such a privileged position can be overcome? Will not 
the cry, "This is linguistic and cultural imperialism!” be as fatal as 
the charge of being a “crackpot scheme”? 

It is worth noting, first, that this cry is not in fact raised by those 
who would have to learn English, for example, but by supporters of 
one or other of the artificial languages. Neither those who learn Eng- 
lish nor those who teach it as a foreign language have in general any 
feeling that they are submitting to or furthering a process of in- 
tellectual subjugation. On the contrary, they are more likely to feel 
that they are helping themselves or others to resist such influences. 
The Chinese, for example, are not in the least afraid of English. What 
they do often feel is that an excessive amount of time given up to 
learning English may be damaging to the study of their own lan- 
guage. And that, they rightly believe, would be disastrous. In gen- 
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eral, the notion that the spread o£ a language is a step toward political 
control is not borne out by recent history. The history of the nation- 
alist movement in India is an instructive instance. Its leaders and its 
chief supporters are speakers of English and sometimes use it rather 
as their first than as their second language. 

Such arguments, however, take their force rather from feelings 
than from facts. And here the conduct of the English-speaking powers 
after the victory will be a decisive factor. In comparison with the 
attitudes they display in the peace conferences and in the reconstruc- 
tion program, most other considerations will seem but academic. 
Whatever comes from imperialist sources will rightly be thought to 
smell of imperialism. The world will watch whether the majority 
feeling against all forms of domination, which is so immensely strong 
both in the United States and in the British Commonwealth, is 
translated into action — whether, in brief, these countries are able to 
live up to their political consciences. It will note, too, we may hope, 
that police duties are one thing, exploitation another. In any case, 
upon the behavior of these powers the prospects of English as the 
common second language will largely depend. If their acts seem 
animated by a universal enough spirit, these prospects are likely to 
be bright indeed. 

The world’s need for a common language will quite certainly be 
augmented beyond measure in the very near future. The airplanes 
of tomorrow will see to that. So will the resultant needs for world- 
wide controls of all kinds — sanitary, economic, commercial — and for 
the supply and distribution of information and news. We are only 
at the beginning of the reporting age. All this will call for (is already 
calling for) an immediately available common language. And the 
most immediately available language is English. Furthermore, Eng- 
lish is in many ways the language best suited to the task. It is not 
merely prevalent, but it is prevalent for good reasons. 

English speakers are parties to the case and should find it hard 
to form an impartial judgment. But let us try for a few pages to see 
what a neutral judge would have to consider. If he is to keep the 
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general interests of the planet in view, he will have to ask at least 
the following questions: 

1. Which of the existing major languages can be made easiest for 
learners in general? 

2. Which at present contains the most universally useful literature 
in the widest sense? 

3. Which is already used— fully or in some considerable degree — ^by 
the most people? 

4. Which has already been learned on the largest scale by those 
with other native tongues, and taught as a foreign language most 
extensively in educational systems? 

5. Which, by reason of its history and the uses which have been 
made of it in the past, is most likely to serve best as a bridge between 
peoples who will and should continue to use their own languages as 
before? 

6. Which lends itself most readily to the new means of instruction 
— by film, radio, and recordings — ^that are being developed and seem 
likely to take some of the burden off the teacher’s back in the near 
future? 

I. Spanish, as the major language with the most phonetic spelling, 
makes a claim here. But phonetic clarity of spelling is only one factor 
— not the most important — ^in estimating ease of learning. Far more 
important is the amount of the laiiguage — ^in vocabulary and in gram- 
mar — that has to be mastered before the student is able to go on in 
the language as we all go on in our own languages, without grammar 
books or bilingual dictionaries, just by taking in more of it with the 
aid of what we have already. The two languages which lead in this 
respect are English and, much more doubtfully, Chinese. We shall 
see in Chapter Two why and how English is able to cover a vast 
range of needs with a very small vocabulary and a very simple set 
of constructions. Three times as much Spanish, it is estimated, would 
be needed to cover comparable ground. Therefore a learner of Spanish, 
in comparison with a learner of English, properly taught, takes three 
times as long at least to reach the stage above desaibed. This is due 
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to the structures of the two languages. If this situation were reversed 
and Spanish were as much easier than English as it is harder in this 
respect, there might be little doubt that Spanish should be the world’s 
“second language.” But unfortunately Spanish is not easier. The 
Spanish verb system gets in the way. The conjugation of the verb 
by inflection, that is by modification of or addition to the root or 
stem, does, it is true, make personal pronouns as subjects unnecessary 
except in an occasional ambiguous situation. Yet this economy of 
pronouns is far outweighed by the increased learning load of the 
verb changes themselves. Simplify them as much as possible, to 
the utmost degree compatible with keeping the language still Spanish, 
and they yet remain a formidable obstacle. Nor can German, French, 
Italian, or Russian promise the learner easier progress than Spanish. 

A further point may be touched on here. A simplified “beginner’s” 
form may offer something of a threat to the parent language in some 
cases. A Spanish- or Russian-made-easy, if it is made really easy, must 
use non-Spanish and non-Russian forms which could in time con- 
siderably alter the forms — ^typically the verb inflections — needed for 
clarity. They could act as a corrupting agency, especially for popula- 
tions that have not yet advanced very far into a secure mastery of 
these languages. In South America and in Asiatic Russia there are 
large masses of population that are thus exposed. The simplification 
(whether introduced by design or through the “accidental” pressures 
of use) that would attend the attempts to use these languages all 
over the planet might, therefore, be damaging to them as finely de- 
veloped instruments of communication. 

The case with a language that uses word order rather than inflec- 
tions as its chief grammatical device is very different. A simplified 
essential vocabulary and the avoidance of specially difficult construc- 
tions offer there no such threat to the integrity of the rest of the 
language. The constructions the simplified language uses are a selec- 
tion only of the normal forms of the parent language; they leave the 
forms that are not used unaffected. In brief, there is nothing to un- 
learn in passing from simple English to the full use of the language. 
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There is no deviation and therefore no danger. Simplified modes of 
English— those used by relatively unlettered learners— serve and have 
served for centuries as fenders against the shocks and strains any 
language undergoes under rapid diffusion. Basic English might be 
described as that part of English that can suffer least at the hands 
(tongues, rather) of new adult learners. We shall see later that this 
factor has entered historically into the development of its forms 
through the centuries. 

2. The second question, “Which language has the most universally 
useful literature?” is less capable of a factual answer. Value judg- 
ments come in. But the range of technical and scientific writings in 
English is undoubtedly as wide as those in German (the closest com- 
petitor) . Its poetry is far greater, in world opinion. Its literature of 
discussion — especially its political literature — ^is unrivaled. Further, 
it has proved able, since the days of the King James Bible, to take 
in other literature by translation with peculiar felicity. There seems 
to be no question that English wins on this count. 

3. Into the third question, estimates of populations enter. Popula- 
tion figures for the foturc must be largely guesswork. With a world 
revolution of such depth in progress, anything may happen to recent 
trends. The British nations and the United States have been losing 
ground. Russia and some of the South American states seem to be 
due for explosive leaps as industrialization, for example, takes effect. 
But no one yet knows what the fundamental factors arc. They may 
be economic, but they may equally well be psychologic. Furthermore, 
few accurate figures for the native speakers of any language are availa- 
ble. Published estimates differ immensely. Questions as to mutual 
intelligibility between dialects come in. The degree of mastery of a 
language which makes a student a member of a speech community is 
indeterminate . . . However, for what they are worth and subject 
to every sort of reserve, the following guesses in millions may in- 
dicate something like the present position: 

En glish 200, North Chinese 200, Russian 120, German 100, Spanish 



A SECOND OR WORLD LANGUAGE 21 

100, French 75, Japanese 80, Cantonese 60, Bengali 60, Italian 50, Por- 
tuguese 50. 

4. Estimates o£ those who have acquired these languages are subject 
to still more doubt. Exact figures are unobtainable. But in view of 
the programs, if not of the actualities, of the world’s chief educational 
systems, it is safe to say that opportunity to learn English has been 
offered to more students in the last century than has been the case 
with any other “foreign language.” 

5. As to which would serve as the most effective bridge between 
peoples, three factors have favored English. One is the geographical 
spread of the language. It has been in wider use in more different 
parts of the earth than any other living language. It has been an ad- 
ministrative language in every continent. It has been the trade lan- 
guage of the Pacific, and a main vehicle of the spread of commercial 
and financial practice for two centuries. And it has carried sports, 
fashions, and modern techniques more variously and more widely 
than any other language. Recently the English-speaking motion 
picture has taken a hand in the process. Conversely, the limited 
spread of Spanish in India, China, the U.S.S.R., and Europe is a 
strong argument against the world future of that language. 

The second factor is the peculiar mixture of Germanic and Latin 
roots which is characteristic of English. The manipulative structural 
essentials of the language are largely Germanic; the important “con- 
tent words” are very evenly divided between the two sources. This 
makes it a singularly effective bridge between two great groups of 
speakers. 

The third factor is the “melting-pot” function of the United States 
and the Dominions. There for a century, English-speaking com- 
munities have been assimilating non-English immigrants on an enor- 
mous scale. (South America has done likewise, in both Spanish and 
Portuguese, but on a minor scale.) This process has maintained those 
characteristics of English which make a linoited acquaintance with 
it go the furthest way. It has kept it a language suited to the needs 
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of those who do not learn much of it, who learn it not as scholars 
— Tor ornament and reputation’ —but “to the benefit and use of men.” 

6. With the application of motion pictures and radio to language 
teaching we shall be concerned in a later chapter. That such modes 
of teaching have a vast future is certain. It will there be argued that 
a simplified English possesses certain characteristics which fit it 
uniquely to these modes. The learning of any language can be greatly 
aided by properly constructed sound films, but the learning of Eng- 
lish, it seems reasonable to believe, can be eased and speeded to a 
far higher degree. The reasons for so thinking will become clear after 
an account has been given of the structure of the simplest necessary 
English, and its reliance on verbs of motion and on visual modes of 
explanation. 

Answers to these six questions, then, converge. They point to one 
conclusion: a priority for English as the world’s “second language” 
in the interests of everyone. To speakers of other tongues this will 
no doubt seem a very natural conclusion for any English-speaking 
author to arrive at. Probably the assertion that it will be for others’ 
advantage even more than for our own will seem hardly sincere. 
“Native speakers of English are bad linguists and lazy,” it may be 
said. “Therefore let everyone else learn English while they give their 
attention to getting the better of other peoples in further ways.” And 
to such accusations it is hard for us to reply. Our alleged incompetence 
as linguists is at least doubtful. On the other point, this may perhaps 
be said. A general adoption of English as a second language might 
well put the English-speaking peoples at a certain disadvantage; 
others would use two languages; most of us would probably acquire 
only English. But that sort of argument would at best occasion grins 
abroad. At home it should prompt us to keep up foreign languages 
ourselves and work toward improvements in the techniques of learn- 
ing them comparable in some measure to the improvements in the 
learning of English that are now possible. 



(Chapter Two 

WHAT BASIC ENGLISH IS 


Rudolph Hess, shortly before his flight to England, announced at a 
party conference that when the Nazis had won, English would be- 
come “a minor Germanic dialect of no world importance.” We have 
glanced at some of the linguistic reasons why that would have been 
regrettable. His utterance contrasts well with Bismarck’s view that 
the most significant event of the nineteenth century was the accept- 
ance of English as the language of North America. We have now 
to see why English can be made easier for any learner than any other 
major language, how a streamlined English suited to the general 
affairs of the world has been produced, and what has been and may 
be done with this form of English. 

Basic English is English made simple by limiting the number of 
its words to 850, and by cutting down the rules for using them 
to the smallest number necessary for the clear statement of ideas. 
And this is done without change in the normal order and behavior 
of these words in everyday English. This is the first point to make 
clear. Basic English, though it has only 850 words, is still normal 
English. It is limited in its words and its rules, but it keeps to the 
regular forms of English. And though it is designed to give the 
learner as little trouble as possible, it is no more strange to the eyes 
of my readers than these lines, which are in fact in Basic English. 
The reader to whom all this is new may get some amusement from 
attempting to see for himself, before I give a fuller account of the 
system, where I first went into Basic on this page. 

The second point to make clear is that even with so small a word 
list and so simple a structure it is possible to say in Basic English 
anything needed for the general purposes of everyday existence — 
in business, trade, industry, science, medical work — ^in all the arts 
of living, in all the exchanges of knowledge, desires, beliefs, opinions, 
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and news which are the chief work of a language. It is true that if 
we go outside the field of general interests and into special branches 
of the sciences, the arts or the trades, we will have to have other 
words, not listed among the 850. But the senses of these other words 
may be made clear in footnotes with the 850; or by teaching given 
through Basic English. Or they may be seen in the General Basic 
English Dictionary, which, using only the Basic words, gives the 
senses of twenty thousand other English words. In this way Basic be- 
comes a framework in which words needed for special purposes take 
their place and from and through which they take their senses. A 
knowledge of the 850 and of the rules by which they are put to- 
gether is enough, however, for talk and writing on all everyday gen- 
eral levels. 

It would not be hard to put all this book has to say into Basic. It 
would be clear but not very bright reading. The same words — ^because 
there are only 850 of them — would keep coming back again and 
again. A reader who has the rest of the English language gets a little 
tired of Basic writing after a time. So I return (with this word return, 
which is not one of the Basic words) to a less confined medium. I 
have shown, I hope, in the last two paragraphs that Basic is normal 
English when properly written, and that it can say somewhat com- 
pHcated things in a reasonably lucid and acceptable fashion. 

But this last point no longer needs demonstration. Far too much has 
been written in Basic on too many subjects {see Appendix) for 
doubt to linger, in the minds of any who have studied the literature, 
as to the scope and powers of this miniature English. Of course, there 
is bad Basic and good Basic — as there is bad English and good English. 
The fact that many people write English wretchedly is no evidence 
that English is a poor language. Basic, thanks to the care with which 
its specification was prepared, has been able to adopt as its ruling 
principle from the outset, ‘Tf it is bad English, it is bad Basic.” 

The third most important point about Basic is that it is not merely 
a list of words, governed by a minimum apparatus of essential English 
grammar, but a highly organized system designed throughout to be 
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as easy as possible for a learner who is totally ignorant of English 
or of any related language. It is a language for all the world, not just 
for those who happen to have some related language as their mother 
tongue. It is easier for them, naturally enough. The ideas its words 
carry accord more readily with theirs, its constructions parallel theirs 
more closely. And, no doubt, by exploiting those parallels, it might 
have been possible to give them, in some slight degree, a privileged 
entrance to English. But that would have been at the cost of a radical 
injustice to speakers of languages remote from English. On the most 
neutral grounds, the Chinese have a very strong claim to considera- 
tion by framers of a world language. There are so many of them, 
and the part they should play in the world should be second to none. 
A simplified English, if put forward as a planetary language, must 
be made as accessible as possible to peoples other than those of Indo- 
European tongues — and it so happens, through the unique peculiari- 
ties of English, that this could be done without any measurable cost 
in added difficulty for cognate language groups. This third point 
about Basic is, then, that it is a simplification of English designed 
equally, so far as the structure of English permits, for users of all 
languages whatsoever. 

The fourth main point is this. If a language is to be easy to learn 
we must not only cut its words down to a minimum and regularize 
its grammar; we must also study very carefully the meanings of every 
one of its words and decide upon the central, pivotal or key meaning 
of each one of them. Parallel to the reduction and ordering of its 
vocabulary, there must be a reduction and ordering of the meanings 
of the words it recommends. It should be obvious that the task of 
mastering a set of words will be immensely lightened if, for each 
one of them, the central meaning be presented first. This central 
meaning will be the meaning by reference to which its other meanings 
can be most easily understood. All this has been done with Basic, 
and yet of the many distinctive characteristics of Basic, this so 
far has received least attention. It may seem a refined point, but it 
is essential. Clarity upon it makes all the difference in the world to 
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our conception of language learning. A set of meanings which, if 
presented in one order, is merely a burden upon the memory can 
become, if offered in another order, a pleasurable exercise of in- 
telligence. Many examples will appear in what follows. Here I need 
only say that this selective ordering of the meanings of the Basic 
words was quite half the task which its originator, Mr. C. R. Ogden, 
undertook and carried through (see pp. 58-61 and 64). 

Here let me sketch the story of the discovery of Basic English. I 
say “discovery” rather than “invention,” to stress the point that Basic 
Engli sh was a possibility inherent in the development of English, 
something needing to be disengaged from full English, not some- 
thing made up. It had its origin, perhaps, in 1920 when Ogden and 
I were considering the analysis and control of the meanings of the 
word “meaning” and writing a book we called The Meaning of 
Meaning. But in a sense Basic English dates back earlier, for Ogden 
was already deeply read in the history of attempts to frame a universal 
lang uage and much concerned with the problem. He was then collect- 
ing materials on “word magic” for a major work on the influence of 
language on thought. 

In our joint work we came to the theory and practice of deflnition. 
In comparing definitions — definitions of anything, from a sense 
quality to a force and from a rabbit to a concept— we were struck 
by the fact that whatever you are defining, certain words keep com- 
ing back into your definitions. Define them, and with them you could 
define anything. That suggests that there might be some limited set 
of words in terms of which the meanings of all other words might 
be stated. If so, then a very limited language— limited in its vocabulary 
but comprehensive in its scope — ^would be possible. This was by no 
means a new idea; it has haunted many analytic philosophers through 
the centuries, among whom Leibnitz and Bishop Wilkins are the 
best known; but it set Ogden on the track which later led to Basic 
English. 

This initial idea had many discouraging aspects. Ogden has an 
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abnormally developed capacity for verbal experimentation — a natural 
gift for rephrasing which he has systematically cultivated. Perhaps 
he is the first man to take a talent possessed by many of the best 
scholar-journalists and develop it deliberately into an instrument of 
experimental linguistic research. A little of this experimentation 
soon made two things dauntingly evident: that even if such a limited 
language could perhaps be worked out in some ten years, it would 
be too abstract and difficult for practical use. Furthermore, as it 
seemed then, in 1920, such a language would not be in the least like 
everyday English. It would be an academic curiosity, not a general 
instrument for the common purposes of the world. 

Ogden found the way out of these difficulties in part through study 
of the nature of the verb — aided by some suggestive hints from 
Jeremy Bentham, whose writings on language he was to edit. But 
chiefly it was due to his extraordinarily persistent experimentation. 
Saying the same thing in other ways became more than a game for 
him; it became a passion— pursuing constantly a clear-cut goal, a 
minimum comprehensive English, streamlined at every point to offer 
the least possible resistance to a learner and yet render him at the 
earliest moment the maximum amount of service. Though Ogden 
was blessed with exceptionally able collaborators — among whom Miss 
L. W. Lockhart and the late Dr. F. G. Crookshank must be men- 
tioned — Basic English is essentially the creation of a heightened gift 
of critical experimentation in a mind unusually well fortified by the 
relevant linguistic sciences and disciplines. 

By 1927 it was clear that an English able to cover the necessary 
ground and limited to less than a thousand words was feasible. What 
remained was chiefly a statesman’s problem: how best to reconcile 
all the rival claims — simplicity, economy, regularity, ease of learning, 
scope, clarity, naturalness, grace; how to balance this local advantage 
against that for the common good. These were points which could 
only be worked out through prolonged and very tedious trial and 
comparison. It is worth remarking that the final design for Basic 
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English was fully tested as against possible alternative designs during 
this final period and before the first publications in 1929. 

So much, for the present, as to how Basic came into being. That 
such a small number of words is able to take over the work— at certain 
levels and for certain purposes— of the rest of the language is a very 
surprising fact. In later pages I will be attempting to say how they 
do it. But first we have to be clear about the sorts of words there are 
in Basic. Only then will we see how they may be put together to do 
the work of other words. 

The last paragraph was again in Basic. If I now translate (put) some 
of it back into fuller English, italicizing (putting in sloping print) 
the words that are not in Basic, that may suggest something (give 
some idea) of the process: 

So much, for the moment, as to how Basic originated. That so jew 
words can deputize — at certain levels and for certain purposes — for the 
remainder of the language is astonishing. In a later chapter I shall try to 
explain how they do it. But first we have to be clear about the sorts of 
words there are in Basic. Only then will we see how they may be combined 
to convey the meanings of other words. 

On pages 30-31 will be seen the Basic Word List, Its 850 words are 
divided into three main classes. There are six hundred names of 
things, one hundred and fifty names of qualities (adjectives) and 
one hundred “operations,” as Ogden calls them: words that put the 
others into significant relationship with one another. It is these one 
hundred operations or structure words which most need our atten- 
tion here. Indeed they are in many ways the most important words 
in Basic. They are those that give the learner and the teacher of 
Basic the greater part of their trouble; they are those upon which 
the simplicity of Basic chiefly depends; they are those whose study 
gives most insight into the structure not only of Basic but of full 
English as well; and they are those from which we can learn most 
about the nature, the resources, and the limitations of language in 
general. A careful study of these one hundred words is a course in 
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grammar, in linguistics, and in theory of meaning,^ Here, however, 
we are concerned only with how the right choice of these one hundred 
words completely changes the prospects for English as a world lan- 
guage. 

A glance down the operations column, the first column of the Basic 
Word List (pp. 30-31), shows that the first eighteen words (from 
come to will) are what are usually called verbs. Ogden, for sound but 
not altogether simple reasons, prefers to call them “operators.” The 
work they are capable of doing is unlike that of other English verbs in 
certain important respects which will be noted later. They may be di- 
vided into four sets. The first ten {come to ta\e) are names of irreduci- 
bly simple acts: Seem somewhat resists this classification or indeed any 
description. It is easiest to think of it as complementary to he. (We 
seem wise and good perhaps; we are perhaps foolish and bad.) But 
the others name what we do, or what things do, and between them 
they cover our doings, and the doings of things, in a peculiarly com- 
prehensive fashion. Into the meanings of other verbs comes some 
component able to be carried by one or more of these operators (as 
enter, for example, has the meaning of come in, and meditate has a 
meaning which may be carried by give thought or ta\e thought). 
And this is what has been meant by the claim that Basic has “no 
verbs.” Its use of these superverbs or operators allows it to dispense 
with the rest. 

Next come be, do, and have which do such a lion’s share of the work 
in English either as full verbs or as auxiliaries. Then come say, see, 
send. These are luxury conveniences in Basic and not, strictly indis- 
pensable. We could cover their uses with other Basic words. When 
we say something, we put it into words; when we see something it 
is in view or we have it before our eyes; when we send someone we 
mal^e him go, and so on. But these periphrases would be awkward, 
and these three words are of such general utility that it is better to 

^ Such a course prepared for classroom use may be found in Words at Wor\ 
by Miss Christine Gibson of the Harvard Commission on English Language 
Studies. 
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have them on the list. Lastly come may and will, auxiliaries of pos- 
sibility and permission, and of futurity. 

All these words in Basic take all the inflections of full English. 
Thus give is a head word, under which might be listed in a full table 
gives, gave, giving, and given. This raises puzzling questions as to 
how words are to be counted. If we list all the inflections of a verb, 
just when do we stop ? Do we list {ept in “I kept it” and “It was kept” 
as two separate entries, though they are the same in form? We would 
probably list put in “I put it here now” and “I put it there yesterday” 
as two, if we listed give and gave separately. But then, since ‘ I am, 
“You arc,” and “He is” use different forms, why not list give five times 
to correspond with I, you, you (plural), we, they — adding another 
two entries for the imperative and the infinitive? Similar quandaries 
arise in counting the pronouns. Ogden listed I, he, you and left it at 
that, knowing well that a one-page list of head words would not be 
the place where an intelligent person would look for their plurals 
(vue, you, they) or for the neutral {it), the feminine {she), the ac- 
cusatives, and the possessives {him, her, it, his, her, its, etc.). Similarly 
who covers whom, whose, which, and what. As with more, most, 
which go with much, and less, least, he saw that a table of related 
forms was what the learner needed for such things. The Word List 
is not a manual of Basic, but the briefest, compactest possible specifica- 
tion of the language. I mention all these trivia because hostile critics 
of Basic have been very willing to take time out to complain about 
such points instead of consulting one of the texts (TAe Basic Words 
or The ABC of Basic English) which would at once have answered 
all their questions, and relieved their professed bewilderment. My 
reader must forgive me for taking time out here to answer them. 
There is in fact an expanded model of the Basic Word List which 
includes all forms under the 850 head words, including plurals of all 
nouns and all recommended compound words {undergo, for ex- 
ample). But that is a comparatively unwieldy thing. It is hardly man- 
ageable by a printer and was in fact handmade in China, where all 
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available copies remain. It is a good thing to hang on a classroom 
wall, but not so generally useful as Ogden’s one-page summary. 

The reduction of the verbs to eighteen was the key to the discovery 
of Basic. It explains what otherwise would seem impossible: the 
vast covering power of such a mere handful of words. These “opera- 
tors,” in combination with other Basic words, translate adequately 
more than four thousand verbs of full English. And they do it some- 
times with gain in force and clarity. We shall compare some examples 
later. The use of these words, in place of more learned-looking words, 
has for centuries been increasing for simple, colloquial, informal 
speech and writing. Students of the history of English knew, of 
course, that words like mal{e, ta\e, put, get, and give had been ex- 
tending their spheres of influence in the language, but no one before 
Ogden’s demonstration realized how vast a domain these unobtrusive 
litde words had won. Willing, serviceable little workers, they were 
less impressive than the more literary verbs, but handier and safer. 
We shall see in connection with the teaching of Basic how this transla- 
tion works out. Here a few examples will sufBce. People inserted and 
extracted less and less, put in and too\ out more and more. Followers 
of Dr. Johnson at his most characteristic might be reluctant to give 
up words like abandon, abdicate, abjure, cede, desert, desist, forgo, 
forsake . . . relinquish, renounce, resign, vacate, withdraw, and 
yield in place of give up — ^their homely Basic rendering — ^but a public 
unblessed by and unprotected by a sound training in philology 
escaped multiple dangers. So did the language itself. Every language 
is under constant attack by the tongues of its less expert users. One 
has only to watch— in a Chinese university, for example— the deg- 
radation of such learned words, when used without awareness of 
their implications, to see that they need protection. Basic English, 
by providing invulnerable but adequate substitutes for these more 
delicate instruments, can serve our language as a fender. It can guard 
full English from those who will blur all its lines and blunt all its 
edges if they try to write and talk it before they have learned to read it. 



34 BASIC ENGLISH AND ITS USES 

Apart from the amazing power these words have to take over the 
work of other verbs, they are in themselves the most indispensable 
verbs of full English. They have to be learned and well learned any- 
how by anyone learning English. By concentrating on them, Basic 
can teach them as no system that adds further verbs can. 

Below the verbs in Column One come twenty words {about to 
with) whose peculiarity is that they handle positions and directions. 
Basic groups them together as “directives,” separating them from 
the other preposition-adverbs for an interesting reason. All these 
much-used little words have, of course, a great variety of meanings 
in full English. In general the usefulness of a word and the variability 
of its uses go together, as we would expect. It is useful because it will 
do so many things. Naturally, the words best worth teaching will be 
the hardest to teach— unless you succeed in analyzing and arranging 
their uses so that as far as possible the links between the meanings 
become obvious. If you can do that, these words in a large measure 
teach themselves. This, it will be remembered, was my fourth point 
above. Ogden’s analysis of the uses of these directives, and his separa- 
tion of those that are intelligible (if taught in the right order) from 
those that are not, is perhaps the clearest example of this. As a con- 
tribution to the teaching of English (Basic or full) it is second only 
to his “break-down” of the verb. 

In their central uses — those to be taught first— all these twenty 
words have to do with position or direction in space. In these uses 
they can all be illustrated in one diagram. 

So presented this is obvious enough. But it is surprising how few 
teachers of English have used these physical senses in elucidating 
other uses of these words that are not physical. I suspect they have 
been daunted by the word “metaphor.” And that is as though an 
engineer let himself be daunted by the word “stress.” It is not sug- 
gested that teachers should explain the theory of metaphor to their 
classes. To teach that is no light undertaking. But if a series of ex- 
amples is presented (leg of a man, leg of a dog, leg of a table) the 
connections between the uses of a word which metaphor has es- 
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tablishcd become very easily apparent. The whole art o£ learning a 
language is in recognizing familiar features in new settings. 

Of the other uses of these directive words, some are simple meta- 
phors from these space senses, some are rather more complex meta- 
phors going by steps, and some are irrational and incomprehensible 
accidents of the history of the language, and therefore cannot be 
imderstood and have to be just learned and remembered as brute 
facts. The important thing to do in teaching them is to separate and 
postpone these irrational “idioms” and give the others in the order 
that makes them most lucid and intelligible to the learner. Then 
he can sec how and why the words do what they do in English. 

Consider here the word on. “On the table,” “on the wall,” “on the 
earth,” “on earth,” “on Monday,” “on view,” “on my mind,” “on 
approval,” ‘*on a line,” “on no account,” “going on, and so on. 
Try out the effects of substituting in for on in a large collection of 
such phrases. That brings out better than anything else what the 
problem of teaching the indispensable words of English in the most 
economical fashion is. I go further into the detail of all this in a later 
chapter. Here the point is that it is possible to choose a key sense for 
on and an order for the presentation of the other uses that makes 
all those that are intelligible relatively easy to master. In most pre- 
Basic teaching any and every use of on which happened to turn up 
has been given equal attention. Such hugger-mugger methods are 
wickedly wasteful of mental energy, the most valuable commodity 
in the world. 

A similar selective ordering of their uses has been given in Basic to 
all its words. The recommendations are recorded in The Basic Words. 
As a result, learmng Basic, if these recommendations are followed, 
becomes a much lighter task than the learning of the same 850 words 
in the full range of their senses taken at random. But many who 
have thought they were studying Basic seem hardly to have looked 
into The Basic Words or to be aware as yet of the possibilities of 
economy that litde book offers. 

The rest of our tour of the Basic Word List can be made more 
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swiftly. The same principles apply throughout. Why any one word 
appears on it depends on the absence of others. Occasional overlaps 
{boot, shoe; soc\, stocking are the most conspicuous) are explained by 
trade or other special customs. It must not be forgotten that com- 
prehensiveness is a prime aim, though no one pretends or has ever 
pretended that any small set of words can cover everything. What 
would the rest of the language be doing if it could! Nonetheless, the 
seeming omissions that for a while puzzle most English-speaking 
persons who take up Basic cease to be troublesome when the other 
words or phrases with which the gap can be filled have been 
noticed. Can for example is replaced through possible, able to, let, 
and may. Both can and may are tricky words for a beginner in Eng- 
lish. It is altogether best to let him master may first. Then, if he 
is going on to the rest of English, can will be an easier problem for 
him; similarly with must, whose meanings are handled through have 
to and necessary. In general in judging these decisions we should 
try to see them with the eyes of a- learner of English, rather than with 
a mind that has full English at its disposal. 

Among the six hundred names of things are many that at first 
sight may be taken to be verbs: act, attac\, attempt, change, jail, for 
example. In Basic they are nouns. The powers of the operators allow 
such words to be used in phrases that make a verb use of them un- 
necessary. Thus in Basic we do not act in any of the confusing senses 
of that verb, but we may ta\e the part of Hamlet in the play. In 
general we do whatever it is. Again, in Basic we do not attempt 
something or attac\ someone, we ma\e an attempt or an attack; we 
do not change things, we ma\e changes in them; we do not jail, we 
have a fall, and so on. But these indications would be misleading 
unless I point out at once that Basic, through the rule summarized 
by “derivatives in -er, -ing, and -ed from three hundred nouns,” has 
many other ways of handling these meanings. We may add -er to 
these words to give us the name of the agent — ^the actor, attacker, 
and so on. With three of these {actor, creditor, sailor) the spelling 
is -or and not -er. This i per cent irregularity is not troublesome. To 
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the same words we may add -ing, to give us nouns for the action 
and corresponding adjectives : “The acting was bad, ’ ‘ He is the acting 
manager,” “He was acting in the manager’s place.” This is a far 
simpler way of teaching these uses than through the nomenclature 
of participles and gerunds— that bane of so many schoolchildren’s 
days. Similarly, we may add -ed to give us another adjective. “The 
play was acted” This provides us with the past participles and the 
passives of our three hundred words, without bringing in the com- 
plexities of the full verb and the construing difficulties it occasions 
{see pp. 56-57). 

The application of this rule is in practice much simpler than may 
appear. The meanings of the nouns, as they are taught in Basic, 
really control the use of these endings when they are needed. The 
list of the three hundred and a full discussion will be found in The 
ABC of Basie English. As Ogden there notes (p. 82), there are other 
words in the Basic List that take some of these endings, and English 
speakers writing in Basic may use them with due care. Whether they 
will be clear to learners depends, of course, on the rest of the sentence 
and the occasion. 

It is in connection with this rule that the charge has been made 
that Basic creates “wholly unnecessary difficulties . . . difficulties 
lacking in Standard English.” This is wholly false. The alleged diffi- 
culties are troubles only to an ankylotic grammarian viewing Basic 
from the standpoint of a complete knowledge of English. They do not 
exist for the foreign learner. He does not look on his task from that 
standpoint. He has not yet learned full English. What the rule in 
fact does is to postpone difficulties until the learner is at a stage when 
they will be less of a threat to his progress. 

This last point may be stressed. Rules such as this are formulated 
for the convenience of teachers and expositors. They are guides rather 
t-hgn drill sergeants. Unfortunately grammar is the subject that of 
all others arouses the most obstinate propensities in the human mind. 
It is not an accident that grammarians by tradition arc furious and 
rage. The formulation of any rule is to them a professional challenge 
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to argue hard cases regardless of whether the general advance of a 
learner is helped thereby or hindered. It is easy to forget what rules 
and system are for. Too many teachers fall into this oblivion likewise. 
Too often in language teaching it is as though we confused hairdress- 
ing with famine relief; our pupils are starving for means of expres- 
sion, and we spend our time combing away at their unruly syntax 
or erratic phonemes. 

The other summarized rules on the Basic List, except the last, ex- 
plain themselves. We add s to most of the nouns to make their plurals, 
but follow normal English custom in all the exceptions- We add 4y to 
the adjectives to form adverbs {\ind, \indly)^ but make all the normal 
adjustments of spelling {able, ably'). We form comparatives with 
more and most, but also, with short words, use -er and •■est {smaller 
and the smallest ) . Good and bad take better, best and worse, worst. 
Questions follow normal practice and, as we have seen, all the forms 
of the operators and pronouns are used. 

Finally comes a formula that has been the occasion for a considerable 
amount of misunderstanding. It concerns a point of general policy. 
Ogden, looking realistically at the learner’s actual situation, the real 
difficulties of language learning as opposed to vocabulary assimila- 
tion, and the means of communication already available, recognized 
that the numbers, for example, arc not in the same position as most 
other English words. The learner has the figures to use; all he has 
to learn is how to spell and pronounce them. He has no subtleties or 
variations of meaning to deal with. Similarly, in a less degree, with 
the names of the days of the week and the months of the year. The 
calendar presents them better than any text that does not just re- 
print it. Again, the metric system is adopted by nineteen govern- 
ments, current in other countries, and all but universal for science. 
Its English pronunciation is the only task that remains. The other 
measurement terms in English possess, also, scientific definiteness of 
meaning. But, alas, the actual measures employed vary distressingly 
from region to region, and from trade to trade. This was another 
reason for excluding them from a general-purposes list, a reason 
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applying also to currency terms. The main argument, though, for 
making numerals and calendar, measurement and currency terms 
addenda to the Basic List is their specific notational character. In this 
they are like proper names or mathematical or chemical signs, rather 
than like the general run of the common nouns of the language. They 
belong essentially to the nomenclatures of the sciences. 

In addition to these there are the international words mentioned 
in this rule- Basic at present recognizes fifty words as current in all 
parts of the world wherever there is some likelihood of anyone’s 
needing them. Typical are bar, piano, restaurant, and telephone, the 
names of and some of the terms in the chief sciences, and titles such 
as president. They are used by Basic, but it would have been silly to 
include them as though they were a part of the language that has 
to be taught. 

This brings me to a side of Basic which to many offers some of its 
most interesting possibilities: its use as a connecting framework 
through which the language of science could become international. 
This promise which Basic presents has always had a very important 
place in Ogden’s design. It is obviously absurd that anything that is 
so much the common concern of mankind as the advance of science 
should be held up, continually, by language barriers, if there is any 
way of overcoming them. Anyone aware, even in one field, of the 
amount of relevant data and suggestion, which is hidden from him 
merely by his inability to read effectively in enough languages, will 
feel this. It is felt most acutely by natives of the linguistically isolated 
countries. A scientific worker in Australia, Brazil, or China, if he is 
to keep ‘"abreast of his subject,” must, as a rule, equip himself to 
read effectively in three foreign languages. In the near future he 
may well have to add Russian as a fourth. By the time he has so 
equipped himself he is years behind his fortunate rivals in more 
polyglot centers. There is little need to stress the point except by 
adding that effective reading (as opposed to the vague reading which 
is one of the most damaging ways of waiting our time) is harder 
to achieve, in view of the manner in which even very important papers 
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are commonly written, than is currently assumed. If there is a way of 
avoiding these frustrations we should give it our best attention. 

Ogden has recently published a report on the progress of Basic 
toward a solution of these difficulties in the volume Basic for Science 
which supersedes the earlier Basic English Applied: Science (1931) • 
It is written in Basic, and for the scientifically minded would be the 
most suitable example of Basic writing to examine. It is documented 
with specimens of the use of Basic, ranging from popular expositions 
to abstracts of advanced research. It contains also a representative 
selection from the forthcoming Basic Science Dictionary, and the 
latest forms of the short lists of scientific terms which enable a 
proficient in Basic to write for students conversant with a science 
but limited in their English. 

Clearly enough, such students do not require a full mastery even 
of Basic before being able to profit from such writings. The technical 
terms of their subject replace for them many everyday words which 
a novel in Basic, for example, is likely to employ. What they do 
need is familiarity and ease with the Basic constructions and with 
the words that are most useful in explanations, in accounts of pro- 
cedure, and in describing causal and other relations. They do not get 
this from ordinary courses in English until a very late stage. Basic, 
from the very fact that it economizes in its words and uses a defining 
description where a larger language would use some special word 
brought in for the purpose, gives training in this sort of language 
almost from the start. 

We may therefore hope that the slow progress toward the inter- 
nationalization of the nomenclatures of the sciences, halted by the 
wars, will gain fresh impetus as it is realized that Basic English sup- 
plies the framework through which the vast vocabularies of science 
and technology could operate supranatibnally. The transportation, 
as it were, is ready and waiting — ^all that has to be done is to regularize 
the verbal packings of the already standardized goods that have to 
be interchanged. 

But Basic has done much more in this scientific field than “stand 
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and wait.” A Basic Science Library— “a program of science in Baac 
designed for the general reader, the learner of English, and the teach- 
ing of science in schools”— has been assembled as a nucleus for further 
developments. The first of them, A Basic Astronomy, appeared in 
1934, and a version of Faraday’s 'The Chemical History of a Candle, 
two selections from the writings of J. B. S. Haldane, Science and 
Well-Being and The Outloo\ of Science made by William Empson, 
and Living Things, an introduction to biology by J. W. N. Sullivan, 
followed. More recent examples are H. S. Hatfield’s European Science, 
What Things Are Made of and Inventions and Their Uses in Science 
Today, and A. P. Rossiter’s The Growth of Science. The last two 
have reached a large public through becoming “Pelican Specials” 
issued by Penguin Books. 

Those who know what an utter dearth o£ serious, intellectually 
mature reading matter in linguistically simple form is encountered 
by every student of English from China to Peru will best understand 
what even these beginnings can accomplish. They fit into the school 
and college programs of those who are learning English as an aid 
to their work in science, but they are by no means limited to that 
use. In China — to speak of the foreign conditions I know best — the 
main incentive behind the learning of English is interest in what is 
most distinctive about the West, its science. And a school program 
in English cannot begin to feed this curiosity with information and 
suggestions too early. In the teaching texts produced by the Orthologi- 
cal Institute of China, the elementary physiology of breathing and 
nutrition and the essentials of hygiene are taken up as early as the 
Second Book, before the students have got much more than halfway 
through the 850 words. That is what the selection of those words 
makes possible. Anyone who has some such special field in view can 
begin work on it without waiting for the whole Basic vocabulary 
to be assimilated, or even for the introduction of all the Basic construc- 
tions. The teaching of the remainder can well be combined with 
study of important subject matter. This is not the least of the enor- 
mous advantages, as to motivation, possessed by Basic. 
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This flexibility of Basic, which comes from the reduction of the 
verb and the separation of the structural operation words from the 
content vocabulary, is what I should finally stress in this chapter. 
Many critics who went not much further in their preliminary study 
than a glance over the Word List, and who supposed that anything 
that they did not immediately understand about the system must be 
a blunder, have complained of its rigidity. I go into one source of 
this mistake in the fourth chapter. Basic has, in fact, through its 
supplementary lists of words — lists for science, for economics, for the 
study of English poetry, for the Bible — arranged things so that special 
interests should be able to develop themselves at the earliest possible 
moment through Basic. One hundred and fifty extra nouns and 
adjectives permit a very dignified and faithful new translation of 
the Bible (see Appendix) . In practice they take over the work of much 
the same number of words of less Biblical use. As aids to informed 
reading of it are T/ie Bible: What It Is and What Is in It by 
E. Evans and T. H. Robinson, and African Beliefs and Christian 
Faith by Edwin W. Smith. Again, students who wish to get to 
Shakespeare’s English as quickly as possible will find the text of 
lis Julius Caesar printed opposite a version in Basic English, with 
daborate glosses, information on his language and background ma- 
:erials in Basic in the footnotes.^ There are also available in Basic 
lie passages from Plutarch from which Shakespeare worked. In yet 
1 third direction, students who wish to enlarge their English con- 
itructions beyond those of Basic, by passing gradually to the free 
ise of verbs, will find the way prepared in my abridged version of 
Plato’s Republic, where verbs parallel to nouns in Basic (to change, 
"o \now, etc.) are put to work. A version of Plato’s Meno, made 
n strict Basic by J. Rantz, might be used as an introduction to the 
Platonic themes. 

In these and other ways, Basic goes out to meet the needs of diverse 
leople. It by no means stays cribbed and confined within its defensive 

2 For suggestions on uses of this text in the English classroom, see **On Teach- 
ng Shakespeare’* by Christine Gibson, The English Journal, September, 1942. 
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stronghold of 850 proud words, as some ill-informed persons have 
alleged. It will be agreed, I think, that even the sketch I have given 
here shows evidence of the catholicity of Basic, its readiness to take 
due regard of different interests and purposes. With a main stress on 
science, it still gives the world its most universally readable Bible, and 
its experimental versions of other great books are from Shakespeare 
and Plato. The other items on its book list will confirm this impres- 
sion. All these are first fruits. I think they show, to those who read 
them, that the tree was of good stock and well planted and that Basic 
has begun to put the materials and techniques for a common culture 
before the world. 

I am making no attempt to sketch the history of the spread of Basic 
through its first ten years. The war interrupted too many promising 
starts— in China, Japan, Czechoslovakia, Denmark, Greece, to men- 
tion only a few instances — and it has put too many obstacles in the 
way of communications with other countries, too many of the best 
workers have been diverted by war needs, and curtailments due to 
the war have interfered with too many developments for any ade- 
quate up-to-date presentation to be possible. This is no moment for a 
historical summary. Thanks in a large measure to support from the 
Rockefeller Foundation and the Payne Fund, more progress has been 
made than anyone with a realistic awareness of the difficulties such 
a radical innovation in language teaching must encounter can readily 
believe. Basic is not among the casualties of the war. As that supreme 
demonstration of our need for a wider general culture and for clearer 
exchanges of man’s better ideas was spread over the planet, Basic en- 
terprises suffered along with so many other attempts toward a more 
reasonable future. The frustration is temporary; essential work has 
continued — though not as it would have done in a peaceful world. 
When the time comes, the necessary materials and instrumentalities 
will be found ready. 



Q hap ter Three 

THE SIMPLIFICATION OF ENGLISH 


Why any language should in the course of its growth turn toward 
analysis is a question on which theoretical linguistics today will hazard 
only conjectures. By “analysis” no more is meant here than the process 
of breaking down the meaning carried, for example, by the word 
accompany into the separated meanings carried by the words go in 
the company of, or the meaning of hinder into the meanings of get 
in the way of. Analysis itself might here be phrased as giving in sepa- 
rate words. Most languages analyze to some degree, but in some — 
English is the outstanding example — analysis becomes a dominant 
tendency, spreading nearly everywhere, replacing, characteristically, 
verb inflections by separated auxiliary verbs and cases by prepositional 
phrases. And along with these syntactic changes goes a habit (in Eng- 
lish at least) of paralleling less analytic expressions {ascend and de- 
scend, for example) with phrases which give, as it were, a dissection 
of their meaning in terms of separated components. 

English has developed its habits of analysis very far, and in so 
doing has made a Basic English possible. It is tempting to connect 
these developments with a taste for common-sense philosophy in 
speakers of English, a popular inclination to inquire realistically into 
the meanings of long or scholarly-looking words. But similar words 
are not felt to be “scholarly” by speakers of other languages; and 
perhaps it is the very existence of the analytic expressions that makes 
us regard the word with more condensed meaning as belonging to a 
more formal mode of the language. 

This differentiation between learned and market-place English 
may well be a result, in part, of the invasions, warhke and pacific, 
which England underwent in the chief formative period of the lan- 
guage. The Danes found Angles in possession. Two peoples, largely 
unlettered, talking two remarkably similar languages, rubbed, as it 
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were, their everyday expressions together. In talking to one another, 
Danes and Englishmen had no feeling that one was any better than 
the other. They were equals. So there was much give and take, ex- 
change and adjustment, between the two languages. If a Dane got 
the sense of what the Englishman was saying, the smaller details of 
his ways of saying it were not important. The outcome was that in 
the parts of England in which most of the Danes were living, the 
development of the language, the process of smoothing and leveling 
out the forms of ‘^grammar” went on specially quickly. Most impor- 
tant, as Jespersen has said in his Growth and Structure of the English 
Language: *Tt is precisely the indispensable elements of the language 
that have undergone the strongest Scandinavian influence, and this 
is raised into certainty when we discover that a certain number of 
those grammatical words, the small coin of language . . . which are 
nowhere else transferred from one language to another, have been 
taken over from Danish into English.’* 

At a certain point on this page I again went over into Basic. Let me 
now put these observations of Jespersen into Basic, not necessarily to 
make them any clearer but so that the reader may see how that is 
done: "Tn fact, the most necessary parts of the language are the very 
ones on which the effect of Scandinavian languages has been greatest. 
We become certain of this when we see that a number of working or 
structure words, the small change of language, have been taken into 
English from the Danish. There is no other example of such words 
being taken over from one language to another.” From “In talk- 
ing . . to this point I have been using Basic. 

This rubbing together of the two languages, we may imagine, 
wore off many inflections — ^the removable points of variance — and at 
the same time it stretched the range of service of those little “all- 
purpose*^ verbs — get, put, tal{e, have, ma\e, etc. — which are the 
mainspring of Basic English. This at least would be a comprehensible 
picture, though it should not be taken too seriously as linguistic his- 
tory. Data for deciding what actually took place are lacking. However 
it happened, English did develop a language within the language~a 
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very powerful and comprehensive means of analytic expression due 
largely to the phrase-making capacities of these verbs. 

This smoothing out of English grammar, so happily begun by the 
Danes, was continued through an extraordinary series of linguistic 
accidents. Simple language most needs protecting from the scholar 
and the grammarian. Fortunately, through the formative period of 
our language, ‘‘grammar” meant Latin grammar. Until modern times 
purists were kept harmlessly busy with the learned parts of the lan- 
guage. 

The next great invasion of Britain, the Norman, gave English a 
court language, intellectual, fashionable, and fine, and many terms of 
cookery, morals, and sport, but it hardly touched the common speech 
— the “indispensable elements of the language.” And while the upper- 
class English were learning French, the rest were teaching English to 
the followers of the Norman lords. Once again in this process the 
grammatical twists were being straightened; the most generally use- 
ful parts of the language were being developed — ^undisturbed by the 
attentions of the learned. 

Young children apparently do not mind how hard a language is. 
They can jump from learning Chinese to learning German without 
seeming to notice much difference. A child’s mind is a sort of verbal 
flypaper. It is otherwise, alas, with us adults. A richly inflected laiP 
guage — ^teeming with case and mood and tense and gender forms 
— ^is very much harder for the adult to learn than a relatively un- 
inflected language like English, which does its grammatical work 
almost entirely through word order. English became simple largely 
through being taught to so many adult aliens in the historical period 
when it was most ductile and malleable. Millions of tough, blunt 
minds have done their best to make a dent in it. No other language — 
Chinese, perhaps, apart — ^has had such a hammering. And this process 
has been continued on this continent: “Destination? Occupation? 
Relatives?” the immigration officer asks. “Where are you going? 
What work do you do? Are any of your family here?” someone be- 
hind the immigrant translates automatically into Basic. It is no acd- 
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dent that English has a Basic form. A thousand years of teaching it 
out of school have gone into its making. No other European language 
has been forced through the same development. A French, Spanish, 
or German equal in range and power to Basic English would require 
something over two thousand words, while the necessary grammati- 
cal rules, if the usages of the parent language were not to be violated, 
would be vastly more complex. So we may not hope for a comparable 
Basic Spanish or Portuguese to help us in our hemispheric communi- 
cations, much though the task of learning those languages might be 
lightened through attempts to produce simplified forms. 

Basic English, then, when Ogden took up the detail of his research 
in 1926, was a possibility prepared by the history of the language. It 
was present in scattered form among the inexhaustible resources of 
English, but it needed to be disengaged, extracted, assembled, and 
systematized before it could be available either as a quasi-independent 
medium of communication or as the right introduction to the rest of 
English. On the details and the principles of this very extensive task 
of selection and organization much has been written by Ogden and 
others, and an outline was presented in Chapter Two. To go over it 
comprehensively is no part of our purpose here. Much of it is a matter 
for specialists. The techniques are of interest chiefly to those who have 
similar work in view. The arguments for and against particular deci- 
sions, at this or that point in the systematization, are necessarily both 
extensive and subtle. They are made more difficult because inevitably 
each depends in large degree upon the decisions taken upon other 
points. As with any other complex design, we cannot easily isolate 
single features for separate consideration. We have to envisage as 
comprehensively as we can the working of the whole machine. 

It will be, therefore, with the outcomes as a whole that we shall be 
chiefly concerned, with the primary aims of Basic English and the 
principal means by which it attains them. The minutiae, which in so 
large an imdertaking must be many, will be left aside. 

The primary aims are themselves highly interrelated. They may be 
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summarized as follows: to provide a minimum form of normal Eng- 
lish, with the amplest covering power and the highest discriminative 
capacity compatible with the greatest ease in learning. This formula- 
tion brings out the interdependence of these aims and suggests how 
the design had constantly to balance rival advantages. It would have 
been relatively easy, for example, to work toward a short word list 
with widest covering power, if the accuracy with which ideas ex- 
pressed in full English could be rendered were a minor consideration. 
Again, by sacrificing covering power, by resting content with a lan- 
guage fitted for trade, for example, but unable to handle science or 
political theory, it would have been easier to include more specific 
terms for commodities. Yet again, a larger vocabulary would have 
allowed increased covering power and discrimination to be attained 
— ^but at the price of a heavier learning load. 

This last point is more important than it may seem. Many have 
wondered why Ogden set the numerical limits of Basic where he did 
— at about the number of words that can be printed clearly on one 
side of a sheet of business notepaper. But, as I have insisted above, 
the weight, to the learner, of a word list is not simply proportional to 
its length. At many points in a learner’s progress additional words 
do not merely add to his task; they multiply it. They increase the 
probability of confusion as to their senses, as to their grammatical 
functions, as to their pronunciation, and as to their spelling. There 
are a number of well-marked landing stages in the beginner's ascent, 
points at which his further advance will be greatly eased, if he ceases, 
for a while, to take in more vocabulary and new constructions. He 
should devote himself instead to the cultivation of his command of 
those he has already acquired. When he is solidly established in his 
handling of these, he can go on to new vocabulary and new con- 
structions with very much less risk of having the old patterns dis- 
turbed by the new. Neglect of this fact — a too rapid and too unregu- 
lated advance into new forms, which are therefore never properly 
understood — ^is the chief cause of broken English, a developmental 
disease which is, alas, in most instances incurable. 
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Among these landing stages one of the most important occurs at 
about the point to which Basic English leads the learner. It is the first 
point at which he has a stock of English words that can, between 
them, cover most of the ideas and interests upon which he may wish 
to communicate. It is the first point at which he has a sufficient supply 
of grammatical forms with which to manipulate his vocabulary so 
that it will develop and exert its range of meanings. Some of its words, 
of course, will not happen to chime in with any one learner s range of 
concerns. These will be different words for different learners, and any 
one learner may rightly neglect words that do not serve his purposes. 
But the Basic Word List is the briefest which permits books, articles, 
radio talks, letters, etc., covering all topics to be composed for learners 
in general without sending them back to a bilingual dictionary. And 
similarly the syntax taught in Basic English is the simplest syntax 
which permits these words to be ordered in a fully expressive and 
sufficiently supple fashion (sec Word Economy by L. W. Lockhart). 

One consideration had to be dominant throughout the designing 
of Basic English— -the consideration that it must use only normal 
English sentence patterns. It would have been easy to have relaxed 
this condition and allowed sentence forms which though non-English 
are not in themselves ambiguous. Chinese, for example, dispenses with 
plural forms for nouns without resultant confusion. English does so 
in rare, exceptional instances, as with sheep and, conversely, scissors 
(to quote the two Basic examples). Getting plural endings right, as 
every teacher knows, gives the learner a considerable amount of trou- 
ble. Nonetheless, Basic, holding fast to its often repeated principle, “If 
it is bad English, it is bad Basic,” insists upon normal English practice 
here, and forbids “two man” and “three boy,” as it forbids “the sheeps” 
and “the scissor.” Chinese again disregards gender in its pronouns 
and uses t'a when English says he, she, and it. Basic English keeps to 
the three distinct forms of normal English. Some economy of learning 
effort might be made by letting it serve all three purposes. But here, 
we may suspect, there would be a price to pay in ambiguity. In the 
early days of Basic English, an enthusiast for simplification did, in 
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fact, recommend the use of it as a universal pronoun. He coupled this 
with an appeal for the discontinuance of the English aspirate — in the 
interests of German and other learners who find the English h's difii- 
cult to manage. Ogden was able to point out that a type sentence 
could then take the form, “It it it,” which might mean “He hit her,” 
“She hit him,” “It hit it,” and the rest! Hit was in the enthusiast’s list. 
It is not in Basic. 

These are but random samples of the numerous simplifications of 
standard English forms that might, in varying degrees, lighten a 
learner’s task — at the cost of departure from current English “good 
usage.” It is interesting to play, for a moment, with some other possi- 
bilities that would simplify English accidence without resulting in 
anything worse than archaic or dialect English. One of these would 
be the dropping of our verb inflections. We manage the future with 
will; we could manage the past with did. Again, the present tense of 
be could be standardized without loss of clarity; 1 be here, You be 
there. He be there. They be there; He will be there. He did be there 
would be the outcome. So, too, with all third persons singular: He do 
looks unlettered, though it is a very creditable regularization. “This 
lamentable and unmannerly hissing about a third person,” Ogden 
notes, “has been characterized by Sir Richard Paget as un-English. It 
would probably have disappeared long ago in the normal course of 
events had not printers, lexicographers and schoolmasters rallied so 
egregiously to its defense; and if any reform is overdue in our acci- 
dence, here is surely an appropriate casualty.” ^ 

Nonetheless, few will doubt that Ogden was well advised in resist- 
ing all such temptations. Every departure would have meant some- 
thing to be unlearned if the student wished to proceed to a more 
comprehensive knowledge of English. And there is nothing in Basic 
that a student has to unlearn. Some have questioned this, who did 
not know much about Basic. It has even been asserted that Basic “can- 
not be expanded into real English.” The writer omitted to say why 
not or why Basic is not “real English.” However, he added that 

^ Basic English and Grammatical Reform, p. 7, 
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“confined to its proper purposes, Basic may have a useful function to 
play in promoting the expansion of real English, so the reader can 
decide how seriously he will take him. In fact, well-written Basic is 
as real as any other English, and there is no special difficulty of any sort 
in passing on from Basic to the rest of English. No language can be 
taught as a whole in a flash. There have to be steps and stages in the 
learning process, and it is one of the greater advantages of Basic, an 
outcome of its scope, that the advance to more complete English can 
be so solidly grounded on and carried through by means of explana- 
tions in Basic. The dangers of the bilingual pocket dictionary and 
misleading identifications with expressions in the other language are 
thus avoided. 

Every learner of any language, of course, discovers, as he goes on, 
that more things are possible in the language than he supposed. While 
we advance we are endlessly modifying our conceptions of its struc- 
tural resources. But expanding our knowledge, if it does mean giving 
up some oversimple notions, is not an unlearning of things taught. 
Early views must be incomplete. They are not, therefore, incorrect as 
far as they go. On any informed view of usage Ogden held fast to the 
principle that there must be nothing in Basic that anyone would have 
to unlearn.2 The disadvantages of that would outweigh any gains in 
ease of learning, And, in view of the close relations between a sim- 
plified language and the full language which were discussed in Chap- 
ter One, there is ground for thinking this decision doubly wise. It 

2 The worst offense in Basic against custom is in connection with the pre- 
fix un before quality words. Here is Ogden’s comment: “A certain number of 
these formations, e.g., unregular, unprobable, are departures from standard 
English. All, however, can readily be avoided by the use of not, and the be- 
ginner who desires not to disturb the susceptibilities of the purist during the 
next few years can thus always attain his desire. Otherwise, the justification 
for these innovations is that while they develop a salutary tendency in the 
language they are too inoffensive to shock very deeply” {Basic English, p. 52) . 
In classroom practice, not regular, not possible, etc., are taught. TJnregular, etc., 
if and when they appear, will be treated at the teacher’s discretion as circum- 
stances direct. Let purists complain if they will! 
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safeguards the learner’s future interest in the rest of the language 
and at the same time it protects the language itself from corruption. 
A world language, after all, will be written and talked by many more 
foreign than native users. At the best, as we saw, there will be a con- 
siderable strain upon its structure. For this reason the solid simplicity 
of the normal English constructions used in Basic has an added im- 
portance, They are, on the evidence of history, such as best resist 
distortion. 

Here, while radical simplifications are our topic, will be the place 
to touch upon simplification of spelling. It would certainly be a great 
advantage if an authoritative system of regularized spelling were 
adopted for English. On the other hand, such a reform would tend to 
fix English pronunciation at a moment in its history when its con- 
ventionally approved sounds are — ^as Robert Bridges insisted — not at 
their best. Moreover, rival American-British pronunciations might be- 
come bones of contention. However that might be, the vexations 
which anomalies of our spelling cause the foreign learner decrease 
rapidly as the rate of his intake of new words falls off. In a small list, 
singularities of spelling may in some cases even be an aid to recogni- 
tion. But clearly, in choosing the Basic words, regularity of the written 
form could only be a minor factor, subordinate to more important 
considerations. So, too, with avoidance of homonyms — though this, 
in part, accounts for the avoidance of piece (cf . peace) and ,entered 
into some other decisions. On the whole, though fanatics of reformed 
spelling have upbraided him for it, Ogden did well to avoid the 
profound prejudices which innovations in spelling, however reason- 
able, always excite. He had enough entrenched obstructionism to 
break down when introducing Basic, without opening a second and 
even more bitterly defended front. 

English was potentially simple when Ogden took up his task — 
which was to make it actually and practically simple. It may be well 
to consider for a moment what we should mean here by "simple,” 
Things that are simple to use are not necessarily simple in themselves. 
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We are becoming more and more familiar with mechanisms the 
typewriter, the radio, the automobile^ — ^that are simple in use; that is, 
easy to use effectively because of complexities in their design intro- 
duced precisely to make them so. An electric shaver can be simpler 
to use than an old-fashioned cut-throat razor. It is incomparably less 
simple in construction. 

In appraising the simplicity of a language we have to keep our eye 
on the number of things a learner has to know ; that is, has to be able 
to do, if he is to use it successfully. These are our concern, lather than 
any facts of structure. By simplifying the grammatical structure of a 
language too far we can easily make it unworkable. Classical Chinese, 
for example, dispensed to an extreme degree with grammar. To take 
its place a tradition of interpretation was needed consisting largely 
of comparisons with instances of other uses of its phrases. A student 
has to be deeply read in the classics before he can interpret any pas- 
sage with security. This gives classical Chinese a peculiar unity, but 
it makes the path of the beginning student extraordinarily hard. 

We shall do well throughout to distinguish the things we have to 
be able to do from the accounts we give of how we do them. Walking 
is simple enough to those who can do it. But an adequate account of 
how we walk would overstrain any anatomist’s or brain specialist’s 
knowledge. The test of the simplicity of a language — ^in the sense that 
concerns us here— is not any theoretical account but how easy it is to 
learn and use. And that is something which only experience can de- 
termine. In the present state of our knowledge of theoretical linguis- 
tics, accounts of how a language works (which grammar attempts to 
supply) give us only very rough indications of the ease with which it 
may be learned and used. Of course, in extreme cases we can be sure 
that certain constructions in a language will make for difficulty, 
though even then we shall be wise to consider the whole language if 
we can. Thus a very highly inflected language equipped with numer- 
ous genders will be harder to learn, we may be sure, than an analytic, 
inflectionless language without genders. Even so we may again re- 
member classical Chinese. If you strip a language of grammatical 
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devices too far, you get sentences that might mean far too many dif- 
ferent things. 

In general a language that is easy to learn and use need not be 
simple in itself. It is only those things about it which the user has to 
adjust consciously and deliberately that need to be simple. We should 
find, if we attempted to carry an account of the grammatical structure 
of Basic English as far as possible, that it became extremely complex. 
But very little of that account would be useful to the learner. Only 
the parts of it that he needs to control deliberately in his practice con- 
cern him. And accordingly only those parts are relevant for us here. 
And, we may repeat, only the test of experience through teaching 
can show us which these are, and therefore which features of Basic 
English make the learner’s path into it quick and smooth. 

I shall confine myself in what follows to these. Relatively complete 
accounts of the grammar of Basic English and of the innovations in 
grammatical terminology convenient in describing it have been pub- 
lished by Ogden in The ABC of Basic English, which forms the 
Second Section of his System of Basic English, To this, and to his 
Basic English and Grammatical Reform, I shall refer any reader who 
requires more detail and a fuller examination of the inevitably diffi- 
cult grammatical problems. 

Those who wish to know in detail how Basic English may be 
taught in schools should consult one of the annotated teaching texts 
— either the Teachers’ Edition of The Basic Way to English, or the 
Teachers’ Edition of Learning the English Language, where fairly 
full recommendations will be found. Ogden’s recommendations for 
learners not controlled by school routines are given in Basic Step by 
Step, to which, with The ABC of Basic English, reference should be 
made. This last is not for classroom use, a point that needs stressing. 
Many of the most persistent objections made to Basic have depended 
upon the supposition that it is a general teaching text. Translations 
into Japanese, German, French, and Swedish have appeared and 
others are in preparation. Basic Step by Step, which is a beginner’s 
text, has been' adapted for Russian, German, Spanish, French, Dutch, 
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Polish, Norwegian, and other languages. Here we keep to the broad 
reasons why the learning of Basic English is so much easier than the 
learnin g of any Other language, or section of a language, of compa- 
rable scope. 

The most obvious feature is, of course, the limitation of the number 
of words. But a mere comparison of the number of words in Basic 
with the number of words in some other limited word list would not 
bring the chief point out. We should have to ask, further, what sorts 
of words they are. Words differ immensely in the ease with which we 
ma y learn to use them. The easiest words are names. They present 
the minimum of grammatical trouble. Next come adjectives: their 
positions with respect to the nouns they qualify can cause trouble. 
This trouble in English is reduced to a minimum by the general 
rule, in English prose, that the adjective comes before its noun; or, 
in the predicative use, after the appropriate part of the verb to be: 
the deep waters are cold, not cold are the waters deep, except in poetic 
utterance. More difficult than the adjectives are some of the advabs, 
as the trouble most of us experience with the placing of only will illus- 
trate. 

Opinions will differ as to which of the other sorts of words are 
most difficult. Teachers agree, on the whole, that verbs are the hardest, 
and next to them prepositions. But this judgment depends in a large 
measure upon the proportion such words bear to the other words 
taught. If there were many words in English that were as tricky as 
the articles a and the, articles might have a good claim to bad emi- 
nence among the vocables. As there are only two of them, the teacher, 
thankful for that mercy, does not rank them with the verb as among 
her major troubles. Verbs are difficult pardy because of their inflec- 
tions, partly because of the occurrence of irregularities among these 
inflections, and still more because of the very important part that 
verbs take in the construction of the sentence. The job of construing 
a sentence— of making out what its construction is— largely turns on 
recognizing the verb and on recognizing its form and the work it is 
doing. Thus, other things being equal, a language that contains few 
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verbs will be easier to construe, and easier to express oneself in, than 
a language containing more verbs. 

This has brought us to the greatest of the advantages that Basic 
English has over other languages. Its verbs are only eighteen. This 
means in practice three things: 

1, From a very early stage in the study of Basic there is never any 
doubt as to which word in a sentence is the verb. If at an early point 
in his progress a learner meets, say, the word change in a sentence 
and has as yet no more than dim memories of sentences such as “All 
change at Dover,” “I have no change,” “What changes we see!” and 
“That changes everything” to guide him, he inevitably runs into 
much needless uncertainty and risk of confusion. 

Such examples are of course artificial, but complex English offers 
innumerable occasions for such mistakes to the learner who has not 
had much instructive experience of the language. So the limitation 
of the verbs to a very few, which because they arc so few incessantly 
recur in his use of the language, gives a clarity and ease to his con- 
struing which is not to be measured merely in numerical terms. If at 
this stage we treble the number of our’ verbs and let them be verbs 
that might, as far as form goes, be nouns (singular or plural) we make 
construing far more than three times as hard for him. And with that 
we heighten the diflSculty for him of innumerable other points in the 
behavior of words other than verbs. We confuse him as to plurals 
while blurring his sense of the significance of the hiss or buzz that 
means “third person, singular, of the present.” The old catch, “Time- 
flies! We cannot. They go too fast,” illustrates this point very clearly. 
Worse still, we lead him in the most damaging fashion to think that 
utterly non-English constructions are somehow possible- We give him 
unnecessary excuses to suppose that combinations of words make 
sense which a more experienced eye would see at once as grammati- 
cally impossible in English. 

2. One or more of the eighteen verbs will appear in every sentence. 
These repetitions stamp in their inflections as nothing else will. The 
changes of the irregular verbs are the really troublesome inflec- 
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dons in English. Continual practice is by far the most eficctive way 
of learn in g them. Of Basic verbs, seem is regular and provides a pat- 
tern for regular verbs to be learned later. The rest are irregular- 
in representative fashions. And they are the verbs which in any nor- 
mal form of English do the most work. Mastery of their inflections 
—give, gave; get, got; ta\e, too\, etc.— is something never achieved 
by many learners who otherwise become fairly proficient in English. 
The learner of Basic has the very best chance of mastering them from 
the start, while his attention to them is relatively undistracted. Com- 
petitive patterns are reduced to a minimum. 

3. More important, the varying meanings and implications of these 
key verbs in their chief combinations become estabUshed through the 
intensive practice which Basic enforces, far more firmly and fully 
than would be possible if they were introduced along with some 
miscellaneous scores of other verbs — as has been the custom in tradi- 
tional school courses. The more we realize bow great the part is that 
these verbs play in everyday, unrestricted English, the more important 
this point will appear. These are the verbs the ordinary English 
speaker understands best, the verbs he uses when he most wants to 
explain something clearly and simply, when he most wants “to, get 
down to facts” and sec what he is really saying. Thus, the point 
deserves to be stressed that Basic gives the learner a uniquely intensive 
training in these key English verbs before he passes on — ^with increas- 
ing experience — to as much of the rest of the language as he needs. 
“Let first things come first,” might well be the motto of this system. 
These verbs are first in importance in English. There is no doubt 
whatsoever of that. Basic puts them first— in teaching order and in 
the intensity of their cultivation also. That is one of the grounds of 
its claim to lay the foundations of a knowledge of English well and 
truly. 

It is sometimes said that the characteristic Basic phrases to give up 
(in place of to abandon . . . yield, etc.) or to give out (in place of 
to exude, emit, announce, distribute, etc., in some of their senses) 
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must be harder for the learner than the replaced verbs. This is let- 
ting theory take the place of facts. It has proved otherwise in prac- 
tice, and the job of the theorist now is to learn how Basic works, not 
to invent reasons why it should not work. Actually, if the words that 
make up these phrases have been properly taught, the phrases them- 
selves in adequate contexts give little trouble; and they have to be 
mastered in any case if the learner is ever to manage conversational 
English. 

Next in difficulty to verbs come prepositions. Most of these are 
simple-looking little words, but to get them right is one of the hard- 
est parts of the learner’s task. The apparent vagaries of at, on, in, off, 
and from too often baffle even the acutest and most ardent student. 
The difficulty with these is not so much in their grammatical behavior 
as in the subtlety with which they enter into phrases— the differences 
between on my way and in my way, between on my mini and in my 
mind, and between in my view and on my view, for example. It is 
true that they also present grammatical difficulties. When is up a 
preposition and when an adverb, is a typical problem. But if the uses 
of these words are introduced in a well-thought-out order (they 
rarely are) these difficulties will not greatly trouble a learner. They 
may tax the grammarian’s skill— but that is another matter alto- 
gether- 

Setting aside of and for for special treatment, Ogden listed twenty 
of these little words as having to do — ^in their central or pedagogically 
root uses — ^with directions or positions in space. The list is: about, 
across, after, against, among, at, before, between, by, down, from, 
in, off, on, over, through, to, under, up, and with. In their central 
senses these words may be all displayed in such a diagram as was 
given on page 35. The foreign learner can there see with his eyes and 
his mind at once what these little, easily confused words mean in 
their essential senses. Of course, in calling these their root sense (as 
he often does) Ogden is not primarily talking of their etymology. He 
is pointing to the senses from which a full and clear understanding 
of their other senses can best be grown. They arc root senses because 
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from them the learner can best proceed to a study of their other 
meanings in phrases. 

Let us now take up the central sense of on, and its metaphoric ex- 
tensions. The central sense is touching or contact. When my finger is 
on a surface, it is touching the surface. On very frequently carries two 
implications due to gravity. What usually keeps one thing on another } 
The other is under it and holding it up. When a book is on the table, 
or on a shelf, it is over the table (or shelf) and supported by it. So 
we add “over and supported by” as natural implications. But when 
a fly is on the ceiling, we leave out the “over it” implication and keep 
only “held up, dependent on” as a second ingredient reinforcing 
“touching.” And when my finger is on my lips, only touching re- 
mains. 

Now how may we use this analysis to put some of the metaphoric 
senses of on into intelligible order.? In “on paper,” “on the black- 
board,” “on the wall,” the reference to contact with planes is clear. 
The words on paper or on the blackboard, and the picture on the 
wall are also supported by the surfaces they touch. So, too, with a 
bead that is on a thread. But how about a store that is on a certain 
street; or a town that is on my way.? Here the store and the town are 
in contact with the line that is the street or my route. The meaning 
contrasts sharply with that of a car that is in the street or a town 
that is m a state. In has, as its central meaning, “enclosure, surrounded 
by”; and this contrast may be used to clarify “on my mind” and “in 
my mind” and the others of a preceding page. When I have some- 
thing on my mind, it is like a weight pressing on me. The suggestion 
is p ainf ul. But it may be a pleasure to have it in my mind. It has then, 
as a rule, been encompassed if not assimilated, but what is on my mind 
is a problem still to be dealt with. Contrariwise, when something is 
“on my way,” that is convenient; but when it is “in my way,” it is an 
obstruction; it takes up some of the space through which I have to 
go. Again, compare “In my view, Mr. X is the criminal” with “On 
my view, Mr. X did it.” In makes the guilt of Mr. X part of my view; 
it is surrounded by the considerations that together make up my 
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opinion. But on, here, suggests a hypothesis, a set o£ assumptions that 
would support those conclusions did we make them, a framework on 
which we put the suggestion of X’s guilt to see how it seems to us. 
This last is, of course, a subtler distinction, depending far more 
delicately upon context, and is not part of elementary English — 
though the parallel with “on my mind,” “in my mind” is noticeable. 
As with all such refinements, we must not suppose the meanings of 
the phrases to be fixed for all occasions. They are not formulas to be 
collected and tucked away in a mental file. They are opportunities 
for the words to exert their powers, and it is the powers, the central 
meanings of the words, which the learner has to be led to understand 
by a suitable series of examples. 

It will be seen from this sketch of the different sorts of words and 
the troubles they present to a learner, how far the difficulty of a 
language is from being simply proportional to the number of words 
it requires him to memorize. Of two word lists, that is the simpler 
which contains the least number of troublemakers. Ogden has sep- 
arated the troublemakers on the Basic Word List and set them to- 
gether in its first column. The other seven and a half columns of 
nouns and adjectives hardly amount, together, to as hard a task for 
the learner as this first hundred words. But in calling them the first 
hundred I am referring merely to their place in the first column of 
the list. No one would suggest that all these words should be taught 
first, or many of them very early. Just which should come where in 
a teaching text and what the emphasis put upon them should be in 
comparison with the others is in fact a highly discussible pedagogic 
question— which is touched on in a following chapter. In any case it 
is clear that in several respects these words are in a different position 
from nouns and adjectives. It will further clarify our conception of 
what simplification entails if we consider some of these respects 
briefly. 

In the first place there is virtual unanimity as to the necessity of 
including these one hundred words in any short list, whatever the 



fo BASIC ENGLISH AND ITS USES 

principles on which the list is compiled. Whether we are content, as 
with the early word counts of E. L. Thorndike or Ernest Horn, to 
determine which words occur most frequently in various types of 
writing and base our list on frequency and range (the number of 
different sources using the word), or whether, as with Ogden’s work, 
we take vastly more complex considerations into account, there is no 
substantial difference in the result as regards these one hundred opera- 
tion or structure words. In the most recent and elaborate comparative 
study of these word lists,* a table displays the amount of overlapping 
between them for the different categories of words used in the Basic 
Word List. It shows that Ogden’s one hundred operation words all 
appear in Thorndike’s first thousand words (all but six of them in his 
first five hundred). After these comparisons the conclusion of the 
authors is, “The separation of the ‘operations’ from the rest of the 
vocabulary as is done in Basic English seems to us a fundamentally im- 
portant contribution to the solution of this problem of teaching a for- 
eign language” (p. 89). As study of the work done on such word lists 
since the publication of the Basic List shows, this aspect of Ogden’s 
treatment has already radically affected the handling of the problem, 
though other aspects hardly less important may need more time be- 
fore they are widely appreciated. 

The most important part of his treatment is the inclusion of die 
verb-operators of Basic among these structural words. This has been 
recognized. “It seems linguistically sound too, Fries and Traver 
continue, “to include among these ‘operators’ whatever verbs are used 
in a list for the first approach to English as a foreign language. The 
verb is a means of ‘relating’ just as much as are adverb-prepositions 
and conjunctions. To classify the verb as an operator and therefore 
to use only a minimum number of verbs in a first vocabulary seems 

•English Word lists: A Study of Their Adaptability for Instruaion, prfr 
pared for the Committee on Modern Languages of the American Council 
on Education by Charles C. Fries with the co-operation of A. Aileen Traver, 
1940 (p. 74). 
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not only theoretically sound but helpful from a practical point of 
view” (p. 90). 

By using the Oxford English Dictionary and counting the “distinct 
meanings” of words there given. Fries and Traver found for the Basic 
words a total of 12425 meanings. For 850 words taken from Thorn- 
dike’s first thousand most frequent words (all the first 500 and 350 
taken at random from the second 500), they found a total of 21,120 
meanings. “The great difference between these totals,” they note, 
“seems to be due largely to the fact that Thorndike’s list contains 
man y verbs and the Basic List only the eighteen chosen as operators. 
If these figures have any significance, the learning weight of a list 
with verbs as vocabulary units is considerably greater than that of a 
list in which the verbs are reduced to a minimum number of opera- 
tors” (p. 90). 

The significance of these figures— questionable though they are in 
themselves— is really far greater than the authors recognize. It was 
pointed out in Chapter Two that the words on the Basic List are by 
no means taught or used, in Basic, with all the “meanings” listed in 
the Oxford English Dictionary. Ogden and his coworkers were at 
great pains to limit the meanings recommended for the Basic words 
and to list the extensions and specializations they possess in Basic. 
These limitations are specified in detail m The Basic Words. And 
it is odd that Fries and Traver should have overlooked them in 
this argument. If we take due account of them and of the fact that 
the covering power of Basic is nevertheless far greater than that 
of the 850 words from the Thorndike list, a relevant comparison 
proves vastly more to the advantage of Basic than such unanalyzed 
figures can suggest. The argument for the reduction of verb-operators 
to a miniTniim becomes, in fact, overwhelming. It may be interesting, 
however, to note that this figure of 12,425 Oxford English Dictionary 
meanings for the Basic words given by Fries and Traver has been 
used by a hostile critic of Basic without any regard for these authors’ 
conclusion from it. Such is the technique of controversy. 
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“Meanings,” of course, cannot be counted without a systematic 
method of deciding which “meanings” for a word are distinct, which 
not distinct, and when. What matters, for the learner, is not whether 
two uses of a word are different but how they are connected, and how 
readily an understanding of one use leads to the understanding of 
others. How many “uses” or “meanings” or “senses” we choose to say 
that a word has will depend, of course, upon how fine is the network 
of distinctions with which we analyze. Any system for teaching Eng- 
lish (or any other language) that avoids this problem builds upon 
quicksand. The only thing to do is to face it and make a lexicographic 
analysis expressly for the purpose in hand. Parallel to the choice of the 
recommended words, there has to be an ordered selection of senses 
(and extensions and specializations) for them. In fact, the two under- 
takings, if systematically carried through (as in T/ie Basic Words) 
require and imply one another. The simplification of vocabulary and 
the limitation and ordering of the meanings of every word in it are 
two branches of the same inquiry. To profess, for example, to be 
“concerned with the simplification of teaching, not with the simplifi- 
cation of language” ^ is to forget the problem. That is the old and 
wasteful endeavor to teach English without deciding what English is 
to be taught. Every stage in a learner’s advance represents some sim- 
plification of the language. The question is whether it is an intelligent 
and helpful simplification or not. 

To return, however, to the contrasts between the operation words 
and the other words in Basic. Whereas there is this general agreement 
as to the choice of the structure words — ^with room, perhaps, for i 
per cent of reasonable difference in opinion — ^the choice of the re- 
maining 750 is by no means on the same basis. Without these struc- 
ture words an elementary English could not work or would not 
be a normal English, They are the necessary manipulative words of 
the language, its formal machinery — the others are the words it 
manipulates, the words that label and carry most of the content that 

*T/te Interim Report on Vocabtdary Selection, London, P. S- King and 
Son, Ltd., 1936, p. I, 
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the language has to handle. Most, but not all, for the structure words, 
the verbs especially, are by no means empty of content. Nonetheless 
the structure words are necessary in a way in which only a disputable 
portion of the others are. Even the most necessary of the other words 
are necessary in another manner. 

The structure words are necessary because without them certain 
required forms of English sentences would not be possible. Content 
words are necessary because without them we could not talk about 
certain matters, or discuss certain ideas. The first is a formal necessity; 
the last is a matter of practical convenience. Accordingly, the drawing 
up of a list of the structure words, and a recognition of its sufficiency 
and economy, called for one sort of talent— the drawing up of the 
rest of the list called for wider and different abilities. Whether you 
agree or not as to the list of structure words depends upon your grasp 
of essential English syntax and of the forms of thought that must be 
able to be expressed. Whether you agree or not as to the rest of the 
list depends partly upon your view of what the people using the 
language should be able to talk about, partly on your insight as to 
which words will best allow them to talk about as much of it as 
possible. It depends, too, upon the extent of your experience in making 
as few words as possible go as far as possible and yet be normal 
English. It depends, in fact, upon the skill and pertinacity of your 
experimentation with this problem. 

A first answer supposes that the most necessary words will be the 
most frequent. Let us, therefore, count words and list those that ap- 
pear most frequently. This plan does not work badly with the struc- 
ture words. We should note, however, that the ten most frequent 
words (the, of, and, to, a, in, that, it, is, 1 ) ® are most frequent because 
they are most indispensable, not the other way around. High fre- 

® These constitute 25 per cent of the one hundred thousand running words 
counted in establishing their position. Ogden’s memona technica for these 
ten commonest English words (no more difEcult, he suggests, than an an- 
nouncement of “Maurice Farkoa in Aren*t We All?**) is Theo Fandtoa in 
**That It Is U* 
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qiiency suggests that the word may be important for a limited vo- 
cabulary. It does not prove that the word is necessary. Too many 
authorities on word frequencies have been far from clear on such 
pointSj and have too often argued from a word’s frequency to its 
importance, as though other factors were of less consequence. Such 
a view always shows that the real problems of the undertaking have 
not been understood. 

It is when we turn from the words of Column One to the nouns 
and adjectives that the necessity of distinguishing between the widest 
general-utility considerations and frequency considerations becomes 
evident. It is, of course, easiest—a great saving of reflection — to assume 
that nature and the habits of mankind have settled the matter and 
that the most used words must necessarily be the most useful ones. 
But, alas, in no department of human affairs is the most usual thing 
necessarily th'e thing of most use. And it is far from being so in lan- 
guage. The favorite adjective and the popular adverb, “fugacious as 
spring hats and parlor games,” seem indispensable in their hour and 
tower up to giddy heights on the word-frequency counter’s graph. 
Twenty-five years later they arc as unfortunate for the foreigner who 
has acquired them as its date on an egg. The Bengal lawyer with his 
“Topping!” and “Ripping!” is only a shade more absurd than the 
Brazilian who has acquired his “absolutely” through a word-count 
recommendation. 

Absolutely, for example, has been ranked as the i,ioist most fre- 
quent word in a compilation, representing a total of ten million 
word occurrences. A student of verbal fashions could date the mate- 
rials of the count from a few such facts. Absolutely, it will be noted, 
does no work that very, certainly, completely, at all, and quite will 
not, in one way or another, do better. In all but a few contexts abso- 
lutely is an absolutely {completely) meaningless intensifier, adding 
nothing but emphasis. There is absolutely {certainly) no need for it 
in any limited word list. We can be absolutely {very) sure that our 
learner will never miss it. Isn’t this true? Absolutely! {quiitel cer- 
tainly! and completely!) We may note for contrast, however, that the 



THE SIMPLIFICATION OF ENGLISH 67 

adjective absolute has an important set of senses which are hard to 
represent with other words. The various oppositions of the absolute 
and the relative are the framework of all speculation from Parmenides 
to Einstein. It is interesting that one of the emptiest of adverbs should 
derive so from one of the fullest of adjectives. Go one step further, 
turn the word into a noun and the Absolute becomes the everything, 
or, if you prefer it so, nothing. 

But to return to the choice of the simplest set of nouns and adjec- 
tives that together will cover the widest range of needs. Frequency 
has a minor, though important, role here. Other things being equal, 
if two equally desirable words cover much the same ground, the more 
frequent word is to be included. Obviously its higher frequency will 
make it more useful. And being heard and met with more often it 
will be more easily learned. On the other hand, having chosen it, we 
omit the other word, even though its frequency may be only slightly 
less, and very much higher than that of many other words. But we 
include these other words because without them great provinces of 
human concern would remain inexpressible. 

Clearly for the choice of the words in this list there was needed a 
truly catholic and encyclopedic range of interests. Since all knowledge 
will be grist to this mill, since ideally our word list will be able to take 
anything that is said and rephrase it — as to its notional analysis — 
without damage to essentials, the quest for such a word list called 
for an extraordinary variety of general and particular awarenesses as 
well as for an extremely critical and discerning judgment in the use 
of English. And these gifts, in fact, came together for the task. It is 
not for nothing that Ogden’s 1925 review ® of the Encyclopedia Bri- 
tannica was for years a collector’s piece. Nor is it irrelevant that the 
editor of the International Library of Psychology and the History of 
Civilization should also have been creator and editor of The Cam- 
bridge Magazine, in its day the most exciting weekly in England — ^its 
pages packed with contributions by Hardy, Shaw, Bennett, Wells, and 
such; nor that this seemingly academic polymath should be an active 

® It is now reprinted in Clifton Fadiman’s Reading Vve U\cd, 
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man o£ affairs with more varied dealings than anyone but himself 
ever knows, as well as a connoisseur of wide range (needing Hearst’s 
resources to be an equally multifarious collector, but Ogden would 
know the least last thing about each of his acquisitions) . Such a man’s 
judgment on the utility of a word is not to be taken lightly. Nor is it 
irrelevant that he should be a psychologist who is also a wit—justly 
celebrated for the extravagance, the absurdity, and the mordancy of 
his flashes — nor that it is on language itself that he most triumphantly 
turns it; 

The rise of Adam’s apple, 

O fallen son of Eve, 

Enables you to grapple 
With tones you can’t conceive. 

The merits of a word list with the Basic English aims are not from 
the nature of the case easy to assess. No mere glance over its columns 
will convey much even to those highly experienced in the work of 
writing and talking on widely varying topics in strictly limited vo- 
cabularies. There are not very many such persons as yet. The average 
teacher, however sound her methods, is not necessarily equipped to 
form an opinion. She may be skilled in keeping to a restricted word 
list while talking in class; but talk suited to classes in elementary 
English keeps to narrow ground. It must. And the test of the Basic 
List concerns its. general adequacy over the whole field of human af- 
fairs. The schoolroom is not the world. It is permissible to add a few 
nouns such as des\ for schoolroom use (if the teacher cannot bring 
herself to class her desk as a table) without feeling that a world 
language need care for such a special need. Any limited list must be 
awkward at very many places — ^the other hundreds of thousands of 
words in English have their uses. It would be ludicrous to profess 
that any limited language can do all their work. And no informed 
person has ever made such a claim for Basic, though we suffer much 
from a type of critic who will suppose that it is made. Any user qf 
Basic finds points at which for him it seems to stick; he builds up a 
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little list of words he wishes it contained; he compares it with the 
lists of others and finds, as a rule, that they differ strangely; the 
problem then becomes: has he discovered some defects in Basic or 
just some of his own verbal habits? 

Only the widest experience with Basic English can show what its 
adequacy is — within the bounds of its aims. I have tried to make its 
aims clear and draw their bounds. The experience with the language 
is now recorded in many books, sqme of which are listed in the 
Appendix, It should be added once again here that not every attempt 
to say something in Basic represents the best that Basic can do. There 
is bad Basic writing just as there is bad writing in any other English, 
as I have frequently reiterated. Allowing for this, however, it is 
abundantly evident that Basic can cover the field with an adequacy — 
in view of its limited resources — that would have been regarded as 
flatly impossible before Ogden’s demonstration. Before 1927 no one 
had supposed that such a thing could be done, least of all some of 
those who, six years later, were bringing out rival word lists and 
“exposing” Basic, without ascertaining exactly what its principles or 
recommendations were. 

Basic has naturally been subjected to a number of attacks. Few of 
them, I regret to say, have been from disinterested students. It is easy 
to present anything of which very little is known in a light that is 
disadvantageous. The remedy is not in controversy (which I have 
avoided here except for this mention) but in the growth of informed 
opinion. 

These controversies did, of course, for a while make many teachers, 
administrators, and men of the world hesitate. Must there not be 
something queer if experts differ so violently ? There was something 
queer. Both the proposal and its technique were so novel that they 
upset deep-rooted assumptions and habits as well as powerful vested 
interests. The most violent of the attacks on Basic have been, it is true, 
withdrawn, as containing errors and misrepresentations- But attacks 
make more stir in the world than their withdrawal. Many hear of 
objections who never learn that they were not sustained. Such hostil- 
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ity, however, is perfectly normal. It is no more than an inevitable 
accompaniment to the appearance of something new in any old and 
established activity. The opposition of the canals to the railroads, and 
of the railroads in turn to the automobile, exemplified it. The degree 
of resistance has often been in fairly close relation to the value of the 
new technique. These things soon sink into oblivion. What remains 
is a new human possibility. 



Qhapter Four 

AIMS AND POLICIES OF BASIC ENGLISH 


Statements about the purposes of Basic English have from the first 
included wo aims: the provision of a minimum secondary world 
language and the designing of an improved introductory course for 
foreign learners, leading into general English. And from the first it 
has been evident that these two aims appeal in different degrees to 
different sorts of people. It has also been evident that in some minds 
these two aims can get in one another’s way and even cause confu- 
sions as to which features of Basic arc most important for which aim. 
These confusions are understandable, although Ogden and other ex- 
positors of Basic have taken a good deal of care to make the distinc- 
tion between the two aims clear. Nonetheless, misunderstanding con- 
tinues. It is, in fact, at the root of most of the difficulty that many 
professional teachers of English experience in planning work with 
Basic English. It will therefore be worth while to attempt a fuller 
discussion of the two aims and of some of the points at which differ- 
ence of aim should suggest a different emphasis and a somewhat 
different attitude toward the detail of the recommendations of Basic. 

To take the supranational language aim first: a minimum world 
secondary language must put economy of vocabulary and syntax in a 
primary position. Next must come uniformity. The recommenda- 
tions and provisions must be standardized and, for general guidance, 
fixed and strictly defined limits to the language must be laid down 
and insisted upon. The human being, fortunately for him, loves ex- 
periment and cherishes his freedom, but a main purpose of Basic 
English would be frustrated from the start if what was learned as 
Basic in different parts of the world did not tally. Furthermore, a cer- 
tain regimentation is necessary if Basic English, merely as a proposal, 
is to preserve enough identity with itself to allow experiment and 
discussion to be profitable. If its various users were left free to diverge 
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from its recommendations, making whatever innovations, extensions, 
or restrictions they pleased in the many directions that are possible, a 
time would soon come when no one could know what was being 
talked about under the heading “Basic English.” Hence the copy- 
righting of the Basic List, and a certain firmness in rulings which 
have led to various misconceptions. An impression of pedantry and 
of a doctrinaire attitude quite naturally arises if the reasons for fixity 
and definiteness are not realized. Specifications for a universal mini- 
mum language must be precise and must be stable or we shall have 
nothing solid enough before us to be worth discussing. Fluidity would 
have been fatal. 

The copyrighting of the Basic Word List, in particular, has been 
misinterpreted. It has been supposed to indicate a possessively de- 
fensive spirit. Early critics did not see that its purpose was, not to 
prevent the use of the system by capable people but to keep it intact 
for their use. Publications in Basic are, of course, in exactly the same 
position as regards copyright and permissions for reproduction as 
any other writings. The note at the foot of the Basic Word List points 
out that that page — the briefest specification of the system — ^has the 
same status. Obviously anyone is at liberty to write and talk in Basic. 
The protection afforded by copyright is only against commercial 
plagiarism and distortion. What had to be guarded against was a 
rapid and careless production of texts allegedly in Basic, but neither 
observing the principles nor using the teaching techniques made 
possible by the system. Such texts — of varying degrees of ineptitude 
— ^have nonetheless appeared, and if they have done nothing else 
they have shown the wisdom of exerting what measure of control 
is possible. 

It was not easy to resist the temptation to let Basic be all things 
to all men. That was the easy line. Basic would have won innumerable 
adherents at once, but then the question would have been; “What 
arc they adhering to?” Ogden has not only been wise but he has been 
remarkably courageous in defining Basic so strictly. He has had to 
bear with many absurd charges — of premature canonization, of 
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pontification, of arbitrariness; he has had to endure much unimagina- 
tive opposition which a looser formulation could have easily enough 
removed. His reward has been that Basic English has remained a 
specific proposal, now demonstrated, tested, exemplified, and applied 
on a scale that would have been utterly impossible if he had yielded 
to the temptation to make its path into the world smooth by adroit 
compromise. 

So much for the policy required for Basic as a minimum world 
secondary language. The policy appropriate to Basic as an introduc- 
tion to general English has clearly to take into account other and 
somewhat more complex considerations. A self<ontained language 
that shall be as compact, as easy, and as comprehensive as possible 
is one thing; a set of first steps toward the language of Shakespeare 
and James Joyce is another. Furthermore, the inevitable professional 
outlooks of teachers of English, of school administrators, and of 
officials in ministries of education — all these come into the picture. 

More important still, if possible, are the very different circum- 
stances under which English is taught. Sometimes, as in inland 
China, the teacher and the text must supply the only access to English 
the students have. No opportunities exist to learn anything but what 
is given to them in the classroom. But in other localities they are in 
close contact with all varieties of English. They see it on posters, 
meet it in newspapers, in conversation, on the radio. They pick up 
vocabulary, scraps of construction, idiomatic phrases, headline con- 
densations— sometimes far in advance of anything a wise teacher 
would wish them to learn at that stage of their studies. The whole 
task of grading— of teaching one thing firmly before another is 
allowed to upset it — becomes an entirely different problem. 

These things make the uses of Basic as an introduction to unlimited 
English far more variable and supple. For localities in which the 
students are all the while learning words and phrases that are not 
included in Basic, some of the recommendations that Basic stresses 
— 3S most desirable for students confined to a classroom and a text — 
lose their point. The advantages they offer will not be gained. But, 
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even so, it is one thing to stumble upon complexities outside a class- 
room, and quite another to be introduced to them needlessly in the 
beginnings of instruction in the classroom. As there can be no guaran- 
tee that all pupils in an English-speaking locality will pick up the 
same advanced constructions, the plan for teaching within the frame- 
work will remain much the same. Precocious beginners in any 
language pick up idiomatic expressions beyond the level of their 
class. That does not mean 'that the class must stop and try to cope 
with them, any more than that we should deny the wider knowledge 
to the quicker student — if he has grasped the new expression so that 
he can use it correctly. 

By far the most difEcult situation arises, however, when teachers 
have to take over students with a considerable smattering of English 
that is broken English. They may be victims of a system of instruc- 
tion that plunged them into too many and varied diflSculties at a 
time, or they may be victims of circumstance, who have picked up 
what they could in the language without the help they needed. In 
either case, mending broken English by any method will be found 
to be much more difficult than making a clean start could ever be. 
Basic is no miracle worker here, but in the hands of an imaginative 
teacher it can be used to present a systematic review and a correc- 
tive in infinitely shorter time than most remedial treatment could. 
Drill in the fundamental sentence patterns of the language, with 
the Basic operators exercising common prepositions in their key senses, 
has saved many a student from despair over the English idiom. In 
such cases, of course, he is permitted the use of as many names of 
concrete objects outside the Basic List as he has picked up in his 
earlier study. These will be nothing more to him than problems in 
spelling and pronunciation. Their meaning is clearly demonstrable. 

Broken English presents the most serious among more narrowly 
linguistic problems; but infinitely more discouraging are the dif- 
ficulties of the physically handicapped, which are now being re- 
examined in the light of what Basic teaching techniques have to 
offer. Take, for instance, the expeisiment now under way in England 
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in the Margate Royal School for Deaf and Dumb Children, the 
largest institution of its kind in Europe. Here an average class of 
eight-year-olds and a backward class of fifteen-year-olds have both 
been working with Basic for about a year, and by the end of a second 
year may be ready to provide widely useful evidence of its eilectivc- 
ness. Already the gain in both groups is striking, and both here 
and in schools for the blind where parallel experiments are in train, 
the value of a compact, nuclear vocabulary and a carefully graded 
set of syntax patterns cannot be overestimated. When the rate of 
learning is necessarily so slow, and the task of lip reading so heavy, 
students take kindly, indeed, to so easy a ladder to climb. The Mar- 
gate School worked heretofore with a twelve-hundred-word vocabu- 
lary, which provides nothing comparable to the covering power of 
the Basic 850; and even so, few if any of its students get time to 
master in their school years the whole twelve hundred. With the Basic 
selection and revised methods they may well expect to cover the 
vocabulary in the junior school and exercise it in subject classes of 
wide variety during the remaining four years, which are at present 
handicapped by lack of language. 

At the opposite end of the scale are mature students beginning 
English, who, either alone or in small groups with a common lan- 
guage background, may acquire a grasp of the essentials of Basic 
from a concentrated attack upon The ABC of Basic English in their 
own languages first and later in English. Basic Step by Step, Basic 
by Examples, and others of the Psyche Miniature texts may then 
follow, in order to exercise the vocabulary on a varied and stimulat- 
ing range of subjects. Serious English-speaking students of their own 
language will get from the ABC and The Basic Words not only a 
comprdiensive picture of the Basic system but an insight into linguistic 
operations which they will find both interesting and useful. 

It follows that a decision as to whether Basic, unmodified, is or is 
not the best introduction to general English cannot be made uni- 
versally without close attention to the specific local conditions; nor 
ran it be made without some close and realistic study of just how 
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far in their English we expect our pupils to go, just what uses of 
their English we hope they will be able to make, and just what propor- 
tion of their precious time and energy they should invest in their 
study of English. We live in a world desperately in need of educa- 
tion. We have to ask ourselves very sternly of every school hour 
available whether it is being spent to the best individual and general 
advantage. Each of these hours has many claims on it. How can we 
see to it that as few hours as possible are wasted? 

On the contribution that Basic may make here, two schools of 
thought have developed among those with actual field experience 
in teaching English in various parts of the world through Basic. 
There is room for them both, and in what follows I am not taking 
sides. It is unnecessary to do so, for in fact they need not conflict, 
though, through accidents of confusion, of divergent professional 
outlooks, of local differences in conditions, these two policies may 
sometimes seem to be opposed. 

One school of thought regards Basic as primarily a minimum out- 
fit of English, complete enough for its purposes in itself. That it 
is an excellent introduction to studies going further into English 
they agree. They have noted how careful Ogden was to make it such. 
But this is not, for them, its main function. They believe that most 
students of English (or any other language) do not, in fact, get 
very far, whether they study in class or by themselves. Even after 
years of work on current lines, most students, according to them, 
are still without enough mastery of the language to repay them for 
the energy and time they have invested. And this is due partly to 
poor methods of learning, but mainly to a mistaken goal. These 
students set for themselves, or arc set by tradition, far too ambitious 
a program : an attack, if not on the entire language, at least on such 
a variety of disconnected specimens and samples of it as to make 
failure inevitable. Their texts treat almost any word, any construc- 
tion, any scrap or fragment of the language as though it were as 
worth while learning as any other. For example, the students arc 
made to toil away at 
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The sun rises in the east 

The sun sets in the west 

before the senses of the verbs can possibly be clear to them. What 
wonder if (as I have heard in a class in China) those at the back 
of the room join in the chorus with “The sun sits in the west.” ^se 
and set are no part of elementary English. Come up and go down 
are the proper business of a class at this stage; the difficulties of 
come and go are quite enough for them, and no opportunity for 
developing these verbs should be lost for the sake of specific terms 
such as rise and set which the student may never have occasion to 
meet or use again. These scraps are mostly disconnected from one 
another; or there is no time to point out the connections; at worst 
the construction patterns they suggest conflict with one another. The 
outcome is confusion and frustration, a vain struggle which does 
very little either for the individual or for world communications. 
Defeat in any intellectual undertaking is bad for the learner. It is 
particularly bad in the learning of a language. Far better would it 
be if the student were to concentrate, instead, on acquiring a com- 
mand of a properly organized minimum of the language, with which 
he could express himself over the widest possible field — adequately, 
if not eloquently — ^and become able to understand what is said to 
him or what he reads when expressed in a vocabulary and syntax 
not departing at too many points from the organized minimum or 
modicum he has learned. He will then have added verifiably and 
satisfyingly to his powers and can be in clear and useful communica- 
tion with all who understand where the limits of his knowledge fall. 

It will be admitted that this is an admirably realistic view. Few 
teachers will doubt that its assumptions as to the normal progress of 
average students in most school classes are correct. It is not difficult 
in almost any school in the hinterlands of China, India, or Africa 
to verify them. Unless special pressures, visits to English-speaking 
regions, or other advantages come to their aid, such students rarely 
gain any satisfactory command over any useful segment of the Ian- 
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guage. Although they have nominally learned some thousands of 
words instead of the Basic 850, any newspaper or novel sends them 
reaching for a bilingual dictionary— unless they are content, as they 
too often are, with no more than a hazy guess at the author’s drift, 
which may settle into a habit difficult to cure— and even common 
constructions find them at a loss. 

To the student of Basic, it is true, the newspaper presents still more 
new words. But he has his General Baste Dictionary (in which 20,000 
non-Basic English words are defined in terms of his 850) to help 
him. And he has such a grasp of the English constructions (thanks to 
the intensive training he has undergone in handling a known and 
limited vocabulary with these very constructions) that his troubles 
are rarely with syntax. Why not then admit — so those of this view 
urge— that Basic is essentially a sufficient English for most learners’ 
purposes? Limit the task and make a good job of it. Supply more 
reading, news, radio talks, etc., in Basic or near it. Thereby we shall 
best attain the envisaged end of all this effort: real gain to the 
student and much needed improvement in world communications. 
It is true that these learners will not be admitted thus to the full 
understanding of English literature. But how many foreign students 
really get there anyhow? And there are many ways in which Basic 
may be used as a key to even very difficult English writing.’- To 
sum up: overarabition and the pursuit of perfection are products 
of an academic vanity which forgets both what we are primarily aim- 
ing at and what is possible. By attempting too much we fail lamentably 
to teach even the litde that school hours permit— those first steps 
without which the rest will never be gained. While granting— nay 
insisting— that Basic is no adequate substitute for a mastery of literary 
English, this school holds that a sound knowledge of it is a better and 
more attainable goal than a more impressive program that leaves the 
student helpless in fact at all points. 

I have stated this position at some length, pardy because of its 

1 See Chapter Six where the use of Basic as an instrument of analysis and 
interpretation is considered. 
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value as a challenge to academic attitudes, partly because it explains 
much in Ogden’s policy, and in some o£ the opposition it has some- 
times aroused, but chiefly in order to point out that those who dissent 
need not therefore reject Basic. For there is another school of thought, 
which equally believes in the utility of Basic while not agreeing 
wholly with the conclusions just outlined. For this school, the pos- 
sibilities of Basic English as a world auxiliary language recede into 
the background. They are not necessarily denied but they are not 
taken as matters of such immediate practicability and importance. 
To realize them, according to this school of thought, action would 
have to be taken by governments, ministries of education, super- 
intendents, headmasters’ conferences, foreign language teachers’ as- 
sociations, and all manner of committees and advisory bodies of au- 
thorities and experts. And, on this view, experience shows that such 
bodies are by their very constitutions debarred in most instances from 
taking any such action as the adoption of some named and es- 
tablished system. To mention only one obvious factor, interests vested 
in other systems are involved, are indeed commonly represented on 
these bodies, and necessarily recommend compromise, further com- 
mittees of experts, and the cultivation of “the open mind.” Further- 
more, these bodies are committed — ^by a defensive tradition than which 
nothing in the world is stronger, or in some ways more admirable 
— ^to the maintenance of academic standards. They are guardians of 
scholarship, in charge of examinations that must be at least as exact- 
ing and comprehensive as those of the rival body— and there always 
is one. Thirdly, these committees represent large bodies of teachers 
and understand well the problem of retraining that any considera- 
ble general change always entails. For these reasons, adoption of Basic 
as a general objective of instruction by governments or school systems 
is not, on this view, to be expected, however desirable it might be. 

But if the prospects of Basic as a world auxiliary language are thus 
discounted by this school, they do believe in its immediate utility 
as a step toward a somewhat wider objective capable of being fitted 
without violent reorganization into existing syllabuses and schedules. 
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And this, to them, is possible without any impairment of what they 
see as the characteristic virtues of Basic. They recommend that in- 
struction in Basic proceed in the early stages exactly as on the other 
view. But at a point when some five hundred words had been acquired, 
together with all the chief constructions, there would be divergence. 
Those learning Basic as an international language complete in itself 
would go on to the rest of the Basic vocabulary without increase in 
variety of syntax. This would prepare them for reading texts in the 
sciences, abstracts of scientific papers, technical handbooks, general 
history, biology, economics, soaology, etc, written in Basic. Access 
to the thought of the world, so presented, would be opened to them 
without further years of struggle with the interminable complexities 
of the full language. 

On the other hand, those using Basic as introduction to a wider 
English would begin to use words already learned as nouns from 
the Basic List in their verb forms (e.g., he attempted for he made an 
attempt) and make sundry other uses of Basic words beyond those 
recommended by the Basic system. Furthermore, a small number of 
strong verbs {can, for example, and must), unnecessary in Basic but 
of high frequency and therefore of much recognition value and very 
convenient, would be added. 

The advantages claimed for this course by this school of thought 
are fourfold, (i) It allows the essential values of Basic procedure to 
be incorporated into schoolteaching with a minimum of disturbance 
to extant syllabuses and examinations, and thus allows a needed 
technical revolution in English teaching without exciting opposition 
or even remark. (2) It recognizes the fact that few learners of Basic 
having any contacts with English beyond the school walls fail to pick 
up additional words and constructions anyhow, often in distorted 
form. (3) It conciliates the teacher who finds it hard to go on post- 
poning these expressions in her teaching. (4) It hastens somewhat the 
student’s ability to read easy general English— and thus to tackle 
“unseen translations” in examinations. It docs this without delaying 
his readiness to use the very valuable supplies of Basic reading matter. 
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since The General Basic Dictionary includes definitions of the Basic 
words themselves. It is true that a student following this course will 
not, in a given time, gain an English with an active covering power 
equal to Basic, How short of this he remains at the end of the time 
will depend upon which and how many of the remaining 350 Basic 
words he postpones. But a compromise is possible there that would 
leave him not much behind the learner of strict Basic in this respect. 
In any case, this student who is planning a much more extensive 
study of English should complete his knowledge of the Basic List 
at an early stage of his progress. 

Such are the main positions of these two schools of thought. It will 
be seen that they differ, not in their estimate of the value of Ogden’s 
simplification but in their choice of aim. For the first, Basic is a 
minimum world language beyond which students need not go ex- 
cept through the Basic dictionaries and into special fields — the Bible, 
science, economics, business. For the second, the aim is a wider knowl- 
edge of general English, toward which the essentials of Basic serve 
as a step. Both are agreed that there should be no extension of the 
verb list (or indeed of Column One of the Basic List) until the Basic 
operators are securely mastered, and this is in many ways the very 
heart of the Basic system. 

Another glance over the Word List will make some of these points 
more concrete. Most words in Column One — the chassis — are very 
different from most of the words in the other columns. Without them 
the language does not work, will not go as a general system. The 
absence of particular words from the lists of nouns and adjectives 
would in many instances be merely so many local, specific incon- 
veniences. Words in the two columns of “picturables” would be less 
hard to do without than most of those among the “general” four 
hundred. We could point or make a sketch as a way of eliciting the 
word we needed. The “general” words on the whole handle ideas, 
the “picturables” handle things. So the exact composition of the 
picturable list is less important from certain points of view than 
that of the general list. But in the very first steps of teaching English 
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it is clear that picturables and demonstrables have a special stand- 
ing. We have to set out from them, if we are to make what our 
sentences mean, and how they mean it, visibly obvious to the learner. 
Thus sundry words, not of prime importance in the rest of the world’s 
work, get included. Chal\ is the representative example. We want, 
for teaching purposes, the names of things that will be lying about 
in the classroom, for the teacher to use in building up understanding 
of sentence forms. 

Those of the second school of thought sometimes say, “Let the 
teacher add a few other names of things that are convenient for 
classroom purposes, if he pleases!” There is no great objection, if 
only the names of visible, tangible things are intended- Dcs\ would 
be an example. But with so many more important words waiting to 
be learned, it seems a pity to clutter up the as yet fragile structure 
in the pupil’s mind with words of such limited use. The case is 
much stronger against such words as class, period, assignment, and 
other bits of pedagogic lingo which often creep in. These are words 
of quite other categories. They can be avoided without any trouble 
whatever. From the first a class can be handled without them and 
the precise jobs they perform can, at an early stage, be taken over 
by words and phrases that belong rightly to elementary -English, the 
English the learner in any case needs and must certainly have if he 
is to go on further. 

This is “talking shop,” the peculiar problems of the language- 
teaching profession, and as such not the general reader’s proper con- 
cern. “Shop,” however, lets one in on the real problems of an un- 
dertaking as nothing else will. Persons other than Mark Twain 
most enjoy reading about things that are least their business. So the 
remainder of this chapter will deal with some of the questions the 
designer of a course in the teaching of Basic must settle. 

The simplifications of Basic, by removing or postponing so much 
that has hitherto taken up the teacher’s attention, have allowed a 
much more intensive study of the technique of grading than has 
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ever before been possible with any language. The fewer the things 
you have to teach the more care you can give to the order in which 
you teach them. That order makes a world of difference to the learner’s 
progress. Some things, when taught together, help one another. 
Some hinder one another. The ease of learning Basic as compared 
with a richer and more varied collection of words and constructions 
is not to be measured by the mere quantity of things to be learned- 
Much more important is the increased clarity and smoothness of ex- 
position which the Basic economies make possible.^ This is an aspect 
of Basic which has not hitherto been much presented in writings 
on the subject, and has therefore not come to the attention of any 
but experts. But it is a large part of the grounds for the claims of 
Basic. 

One obvious problem is a decision about will and shall. The author 
once wandered into a classroom up in the big bight of the Yangtze 
in upper Yunnan. The blackboard was covered with a complex and 
meticulous analysis of the uses of these two words. Here at last, he 
thought, I shall meet a teacher of English who can talk it. The hope 
was vain. In the ensuing conversation neither of us said in English 
anything that was understood by the other. The analysis hung there 
all the time, mocking our endeavors. 

In thousands of classrooms all over the world similar things are 
frustrating the efforts of students to learn English. The right decision 
is to banish shall altogether from elementary English. Pedantry, the 
price that many fine minds have to pay for their accomplishment, may 
make some persons wince at the thought of “Will I?” Yet the facts of 
the geographical and social distribution of “Will I ?” and ‘ Shall I ? arc 
conclusively in favor of postponing shall. The right time for the 
learner to tackle the shall'Will entanglement comes when he has 
learned nearly everything else in the language. He won’t have used 
“Will I?” often enough to have formed a fixed habit. We use it, 
most of us, somewhat rarely. And if he did, the worst inference any- 

* Sec the Teachers* Edition of Learning the English Language, Books I, 
II, III, Houghton MiMn Co., 1942-43. 
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one could draw would be that he had had a Scottish-American scholar 
as a teacher! As Jespersen remarks, “The Scotch and Irish, hence also 
the Scotch-Irish parts of America, use constantly I {we) will: 

Well have rain before the week is out. 

I am not going to live to be an old man. I will not get old. 

They even use will in questions like: 

O, when will I forget that? (Scott) 

What time’ll I come for you? (‘am I to’) 

What will I say w’hen they ask me?” ® 

Those who know most about the history and actualities of English 
will be least likely to wish shall upon a first-year course. Here is 
Logan Pearsall Smith upon it: “One of the most elaborate and won- 
derful achievements of the Genius of the Language in modern times 
is the differentiation of the uses of shall and will, a distinction not 
observed by earlier writers, and so complicated that it can hardly 
be mastered by those born in parts of the British Islands in which 
it has not yet been established.” ^ 

What does this comparatively new and surprisingly subtle distinc- 
tion do for us? It plays with nuances on the borderland between 
predicting the future and asserting volition. Thus it is in talking about 
oneself that subtleties chiefly arise. Jespersen puts it as follows: “In 
the first person will does not lend itself so well as in the others to 
the expression of mere futurity, as / will and we will are so extensively 
and so naturally put in requisition to express volition, and as the 
other auxiliary, shall, has come to be much used with I and we to 
express mere futurity. Still I {we) will is gaining ground in this 
function where strict grammarians prefer shall, and this cannot be 
thought unnatural, seeing that there are many border cases in which 
it is difiScuIt to know whether volition or pure future is meant, and 
that the abbreviated form 7/ is so handy.” ® It is always hard to see 

® Essentials of English Grammar, p. 275. 

^The English Language, p. 29- 

* Jespersen, op, cit., p. 274. 
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where prophecies about one’s doings end and mere intentions and 
hopes must take their places. Shall and will drag us into that cloudy 
realm beloved of Milton’s demons, who 


reason’d high 

Of Providence, Foreknowledge, Will and Fate, 

Fixt Fate, free will, foreknowledge absolute, 

And found no end in wandring mazes lost. 

Hard-and-fast rulings here belong to a pre-Freudian linguistics that 
had not heard of unconscious wishes. In talking about our own 
future we do not know how far we are interfering with it. And if we 
do not know, no grammarian shall (will) tell us! 

Across this debatable' ground comes, with shall, the equally doubt- 
ful implication of obligation, clearer and stronger with the form 
should (ought to). But even should so often suggests only probability 
—“He should be here soon. He left in good time”— that clearness is 
not enhanced by too early an appearance of should in a learner’s 
vocabulary. The outcome of such reflections— which might be con- 
tinued to great length— is that Basic is wise in postponing shall and 
in limiting will, in the earlier stages, to the simple neutral indication 
of the future. Distinctions between the two are no matters for be- 
ginners in the language.® Meanwhile, Basic of course has many 
clearer ways of expressing the various implications carried by shall 
and should. 

« The opinion of that strong supporter of Basic, the late Sterling Andrus 
Leonard, may be quoted: ‘ 7 ohn Fell, in his Essay towards an English Grammar, 
1784, apparently came closer than anybody in either the eighteenth or nine- 
teenth centuries to describing the true status of shall and will: Will, as an 
auxiliary term, is a mere sign of futurity, set before the infinitive mode . . . 
shall, even as an auxiliary sign, always denotes something more than mere 
futurity, and constantly implies cither obligation, possibility, contingency, or 
something conditional, and very often several of these together/” Sec The 
Doctrine of Correctness in English Usage, iyoo-1800, p. 74. Those wishing to 
pursue the matter further will do well to read Jespersen’s able summary in 
Essentials of English Grammar, pp. 27^81. 
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Most of our problems, however, are not solved so simply — ^by ex- 
cluding or postponing a source of unnecessary diflSculty. They con- 
cern the order in which two equally necessary forms should be 
learned. A very elementary example is: Which should come first: 
/ gave it to him, or 1 gave him tt? Here parallels with I got it from him, 
I too\ it from him, I put it oti the table lead us at once to postpone 
1 gave him it until there is no longer any risk of its upsetting the 
general pattern. This is usually the ruling consideration. How can 
we best keep patterns that are just forming in the learner’s mind 
from unnecessary disturbance? Once they are securely established, 
the rival will no longer be a danger. 

A more complex example comes with 1 give it and I am giving it^ 
Few native speakers of English who do not have to teach it realize 
how tricky our uses of the expanded and the unexpanded tenses are, 
especially the present tense. We say (i.e., as a rule we do) 7 give, I 
take, etc., when we mean we habitually do. We ordinarily say 7 am 
giving, 7 am taking, etc., when we mean we propose to or probably 
will do so. We rarely mean with either form that we are actually 
now, at this very moment, performing the action. This is unreasonable 
of us. The words logically should mean that. But, in fact, we seldom 
have occasion to describe what we are actually doing. The people 
we are talking to can see that for themselves! So more recondite 
meanings have taken over the present for their purposes. 

One of the worst hardships, among many that afSict a teacher of 
beginner’s English, is that she is forced to be perpetually talking for 
her students about what she is actually doing. Though in general 
the future and the past are of far more use to us than the present 
tense used of present time, they cannot be understood by beginners 
except with reference to the present which divides them. So we do 
well to use the present tense for that — as an introduction to them — and 
then drop it until the students are ready to take up the more recondite 
uses of the present tenses instanced above. Even so, we have still the 
problem : Should we use 7 ^ve or 7 am giving, etc., for this purpose? 

There is much to be said on both sides. Considerations of the 
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learner’s mother tongue are relevant when we know what it is. But 
in civic education classes in Massachusetts, for example, there may 
be as many as ten mother tongues in the room. The order in which 
we are going to introduce our verbs is relevant, too — especially as 
regards the interrogative (and a great debate can rage over how 
soon that should come). For example, we ask, “Do you see him now.?” 
not “Are you seeing him now.?” — unless we want to make one or 
another of two very different inquiries (“Are you habitually meeting 
him?” or “Will you be meeting him?”). But we do ask, “Are you 
saying ‘pin’ or ‘pen’.?” not “Do you say ‘pin’ or ‘pen’.?” — unless again 
we have a curiosity of wider scale. We answer the question about 
what is actually happening with, “I see him” not with “I am seeing 
him,” and with “I am saying” not with “I say.” These two verbs, in 
fact, reverse one another’s practice here. 

There are various equally good solutions of the I give-l am giving 
problem — equally good if we keep to any one of them. The un- 
economic thing is to mix them, for thereby we unnecessarily mix up 
the learner’s wits. 

These will probably be samples enough of the troubles, of a 
grader. The grader we meet on the highway works through treating 
the road with a lordly sort of indiscrimination. The text writer has 
to be as discriminating as he can, put himself in the learner’s place, 
and yet take as long a view of all he is going to meet as possible. 
Only so can he make the path of learning smooth. 

It will be evident from these examples that the task of organizing 
the presentation of the first five hundred or so words of English, in 
the fashion that will make them and their ways most fully compre- 
hensible to the learner, is considerable. As we have already remarked, 
it can now, thanks to the analyses and economies of Basic, be carried 
further than had previously been supposed. Grading is no matter of 
assigning equal numbers of new words and new constructions to 
each lesson. It is a matter of entering as fully and imaginatively as 
we can into the learner’s actual processes and arranging things so 
as to give him as lucid and as reasonable a task as possible. Teachers 
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in general have been far too ready to say that one point in English 
is harder than another without entering into the all-important ques- 
tions: ‘"How has either point been prepared for, and how could it be 
prepared for?” There is no such thing as “difficulty” in the abstract* 
How difficult any step is depends upon what has led up to it and 
how the learner has been prepared. That is a fundamental principle 
in any sound theory of learning. To suppose otherwise and forget 
the relevance of conditions is as if physicists should confuse mass 
with weight. The comparable error is as inexcusable in a language 
teacher. 

This developed conception of grading, it may be noticed, is an 
extension, into language teaching, of a principle that has everywhere 
been gaining ground in educational theory and practice: respect the 
mind of the learner. Let him see whenever possible the why and how 
of what he is asked to do. Give him an intelligible structure to study. 
Don’t just shovel so much miscellaneous, unrelated information daily 
onto his plate! 

On the whole those teachers who have studied Basic have been very 
eager to co-operate in this more arduous examination of the problems 
of grading. And there is good hope that in time a recognition of the 
real complexity of their work, and the degree of skill and technical 
training required to do it well, will effect a much needed raising 
of the status of this branch of the teaching profession. At present, 
language teachers are a depressed class— underprivileged economically 
and undervalued in public esteem. There is a general impression 
that almost anyone who knows English is fitted to teach it. From 
this the best teachers suffer acutely and most unjustly. It would be 
interesting to sec how many university professors of literature, for 
example, were they set to teaching beginners’ English, could equal 
them in actual teaching, as opposed to display of accomplishment 
or erudition. 

But there remains one widespread misconception, with roots deep 
in human stupidity, if not in worse things, which must be removed 
before any such improvement in the language teachers’ status, or 
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much improvement in methods o£ instruction, can occur: the half- 
conscious identification of the language learner with the young child- 
This crops up as an obstruction everywhere, sometimes in such un- 
likely quarters that perhaps a few strong phrases here in closing 
this chapter may be of use. 

A leading educator, for example, will question the validity of grad- 
ing, on the ground that it departs from ‘‘the natural way in which 
we all learn our native language.” Or a teacher, glancing over a text, 
will remark, ‘These seem very advanced words.” Puppy and puss are 
more the sort of thing he is accustomed to in first-year courses, which 
are, in fact, still widely under the sway of the muddled idea that a 
beginner in a language must be a beginner in life. Interests supposedly 
juvenile spread sticky paws all over them. This preconception is 
astonishingly strong. It is a pr<?conception because it could hardly 
be the product of thought. Even a twelve-year-old taking up the study 
(in his school text) of a foreign language is very far removed from 
the infant babbling his way into his native tongue. There is no 
reason why language texts should have toadied to the supposed tastes 
of this infant. But in obvious and in disguised ways he remains still 
one of the major enemies of all language teaching everywhere. 

As being allegedly unable to think, this infant — and all learners 
with him—is to be given his proper mental food, language, as he 
receives it while crawling the floors of a garrulous household, lan- 
guage at random, unarranged, with all the lawlessness of its multifari- 
ous impacts unmitigated. Look! says this party. How miraculously 
the infant acquires and puts forth words. This is Nature’s doing. 
Can you with all your cunning grading do as well? Leave things 
to Nature. Follow wise Nature. She knows best. 

Idle to reply that the maturer mind, when it puts anything like 
the time into learning a language that the child does, and allows 
as little to distract, will beat the child hollow in everything, except 
the perfection of his accent. Idle to remark that a method adapted 
to twelve hours a day will not serve for five separated hours a week, 
or to point out that in no other subject do we just leave the learner 
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in an unarranged environment. Why not leave the learning o£ arith- 
metic to Nature? Idle to observe that most activities that make us 
human are departures from v^ise Nature’s ways. Idle, in fact, to 
dispute at all, unless we see that there is a hidden politic behind these 
views. These students of language are not being consigned to Nature 
for their own good. Behind the whole position is an obscure but 
powerful, secret but undeniable, retired but interfering feeling that 
it is a bad thing to encourage anyone to use his brains on deeper 
things than anecdote swapping, detective fiction, and mechanical 
design. Least and last of all should he use it on language. It is easy 
to think that word magic — the fear and faith which protect language 
from free inspection — ^is the laughable or deplorable afHiction of a few 
spellbinders (and the spellbound) or that it is the quaint invention 
of some cranks. But the cult has its haunts in less conspicuous quarters 
than Nuremberg and The Palazzo di Venezia. Having survived in 
the measure in which it was subtle, its sanctuary is too often the 
schoolroom. 
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Learning a language is a little like filling a tub that leaks. If you do 
not fill it faster than it leaks, despair is the only outcome. By trying 
to fill it too fast you may increase the leakage, but most minds, like 
tubs, slowly close their cracks if kept continuously moist. The oozing 
ceases. Most of the secrets of efficient learning concern the causes of 
forgetting. 

Anyone who has read Ogden’s The Meaning of Psychology (or his 
Penguin ABC of Psychology) or looked through the volumes of 
Psyche (the journal of psychology he founded and edits) will not 
be surprised to hear that .the problems of forgetting and remember- 
ing had a large part in the design of Basic. This design helps the 
learner in four ways: 

1. By cutting down what has to be remembered to a minimum. 

2. By arranging automatically for the most frequent repetition (in 
slightly changed settings) of the most important items, the minimum 
apparatus of structure words. 

3. By giving the material presented the highest degree of intelligible 
interconnection and by replacing memorization, wherever possible, 
by insight and understanding. Too many language courses in the 
past have offered words to the learners as though they were nonsense 
syllables, or put mere drill in the place of comprehension. 

4. By the use of visual material on the largest scale. The Basic 
operators (give, get, put, ta\e) and the directives (see diagram p. 35) 
that arc the pivots and pins of the whole machine are visualizable 
in their key senses in the fullest measure, and these senses may be 
illustrated for the eye in countless ways. Their extensions and de- 
pendent senses are linked with them by visual metaphor. 

It is a commonplace of pedagogy that what is learned through the 
most senses together wiU be most readily retained, and in assembling 
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a collection of words (and a system of meanings for them) to serve 
as a minimum language this should on no account be overlooked. 
The eye and the visual imagination behind it are indeed invaluable 
adjuncts and allies to the ear in language learning- They can and 
do aid the ear even in its organization of the auditory part of the 
work; written words can help us to hear them. But in the organiza- 
tion of meaning, the eye, if given its chance, easily leads. It is the 
most comprehensive, the most intelligent, the most interconnective, 
the subtlest, the supplest, the most discriminative, and the most docile 
of our organs. The more work we can hand over to the reflective 
and understanding eye the better will the whole work be done and 
the more clearly will it be remembered. 

The eye supplies the chief framework within which most meanings 
may best be arranged and through which they may be linked with 
one another in the most ways. It is the eye and the ideas of space and 
of space relations, over which sight rules, that do most to bring the 
various deliveries of our other senses into connection with one an- 
other. Our thoughts, we say, “take shape.” The intelligible world 
is normally visual through and through; the physical world is a 
world of space; the other worlds (even the world of time) are 
largely ordered for us by space metaphors. We can hardly talk of 
what is in our minds without using spatial terms. Our language 
bears witness at every turn to the fact that we learn most easily by 
seeing — optically or with the mind’s eye in imagination. 

We understand, for example, by seeing the point. Things become 
clear to us, lucid, perspicuous, transparent, evident — ^they shine in 
upon and illuminate our minds, brighten our darkness, reveal them- 
selves to us, and the rest. The prevalence of these metaphors of 
light and vision in our ways of talking about how we learn is highly 
significant. It shows how important visual understanding is as a 
guide in ordering other understandings. When we locate a sound, 
we do so through a reflex that switches the eyes in the direction of 
the source of the sound, a reflex depending upon the difference of 
phase of the sound wave in our ears. This fact might serve as a 
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symbol o£ the predominance of vision, actual or imaginary, in in- 
terpreting all our perceptions, sensory or intellectual. 

It follows that the proportion of the meanings of a language that 
can be visually presented is an enormously important factor in de- 
termining the ease with which it can be learned and retained. Ogden 
from the outset was careful to develop this aspect of Basic to the 
utmost degree compatible with its other aims. We have seen how 
the key senses of the operators may be presented in visible acts. We 
can actually see what give and get, put and ta}{e, \eep and let, go and 
come, have and ma\e, say, see and send mean in their simplest physical 
senses. Similarly we can sec what the directives ijn, on, and the rest) 
mean. The same is true of as many as possible of the other words 
on the Basic List. The separation of the two hundred “picturables” 
on the Basic List is a witness to this preoccupation. But this separation 
does not imply that the meanings of the other words are not able 
to be illustrated and explained pictorially. A surprising number of 
them are, and Ogden in fact has, from the first, had in progress a pic- 
torial guide to the Basic words, presenting their root senses, ex- 
pansions, and specializations systematically. When it is finished this 
will be a new type of teaching aid — an “eye opener” as to the pos- 
sibilities of vision in language teaching (see meanwhile, Basic Picture 
Tal\s by L. W. Lockhart, 1942). 

It is inevitable that at this point the greatest of the new modern 
instruments of education should present itself for consideration. The 
sound motion picture, almost unused as yet for such purposes, with 
television on its heels, is the proper channel for language teaching 
in the near future, as certainly as Basic English, for the reasons I 
have been outlining, is the uniquely prepared material with which 
to demonstrate its powers. Early overenthusiastic estimations of the 
powers of the cinema in teaching make it desirable, however, to go 
into the grounds for this view with some care. 

It has been known for some years that standard teaching in a 
number of subjects, based on standard texts, gains strikingly in ef- 
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fectiveness if accompanied by sound motion films presenting some 
part of the same material. Perhaps the most authoritative research 
on this point yet published is that of Dr. Philip Justin Rulon.^ 

Using a specially designed film and a specially written text, and 
checking the results with very carefully balanced control classes, he 
found that in teaching physiography, for example, the immediate 
student achievement, when films were used, was 20.5 per cent better 
than without them. More significant still, the retained gain (after 
three and a half months) was 38.5 per cent greater. Most significant 
of all, for items common to the -film and to the classroom presenta- 
tion, the film group was more than 55 per cent superior to the con- 
trol group in retained learning. Such results are supported by 
many other investigations. It is worth adding that the evidence 
from such inquiries is not favorable to films that merely present a 
teacher in action. Only when the picture is so designed as to make 
its own independent visual presentation of the meanings are such 
results to be expected; that is, here, only when the English taught is 
Basic. 

This evidence, striking enough in connection with such subjects 
as physiography, suggests far more impressive possibilities in teach- 
ing Basic. For whereas in these physiography films only a proportion 
of the items were common to the film and the classroom instruction, 
in teaching Basic every word, phrase, and construction can be jointly 
presented by the teacher and the film. We can, therefore, expect the 
retention of this whole sequence of linguistic facts to be increased over 
half as much again. Every teacher, and most of us who have attempted 
to learn any foreign language, can realize the implications here. With 
any well-designed sequence of lessons, we are continuously building, 
or attempting to build, new accomplishments upon foundations sup- 
posedly learned. The whole trouble is that these supposed founda- 
tions will, for most of us, deliquesce like quicksand. Our new con- 
structions founder because what we thought we knew a week ago 

^ The Sound Motion Picture in Science Teaching, Harvard Studies in Edu- 
cation, Vol. XX, Harvard University Press, 1933, pp. 98-104. 
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will not stay put. That is our trouble in language learning. The new 
is the enemy of the old, if the old is not solid enough to bear up 
under the superstructure. A 50 per cent increase in stability means 
certain victory at innumerable points. It gives us the time needed to 
confirm our earlier acquisitions by new exercise; and the time factor 
here is decisive. 

There are other reasons, no less strong, for believing that a sound- 
motion-picture program for Basic can teach enough English for 
general purposes in a period which would seem fantastically short 
to teachers accustomed to the usual rate of progress. An obvious rea- 
son concerns the intensity of study that such films permit. There 
is a limit to the number of times we can go through the same lesson 
with a teacher. There is no such limit to the number of times we 
can submit ourselves to the running of a film. With suitable pauses 
of undistracted vacancy (this may well be important, for there is 
some evidence that other interests and activities following immedi- 
ately on a period of study can play Old Nick with what was learned) 
we can take our lesson from the film again and again, until it is, as it 
were, rammed home into our nervous systems as by a rivet gun. 
(The key patterns can be put on film-loops and repeated so many 
times a minute, if required, very much as on this analogy.) 

Another reason concerns the quality of attention that motion pic- 
tures command as compared with other ways of presenting a subject 
matter. Most lecturers who have used motion pictures in connection 
with talks will agree that their audiences find it easier to attend to 
the pictures and that they give a more continuous, more undivided 
and receptive attention thereto. Why this is so is not at present clear. 
It has been suggested that one cause is a firm, general conviction 
that pictures arc entertainment, coupled and contrasting with an 
equally firm general conviction that lectures are instruction. There 
is an age-old war in our tradition between the two. “Poets,*^ said 
Horace, ‘‘wish to delight or to instruct or to combine the two.” Educa- 
tional films, for our contemporary culture, combine the two in a 
miraculous fashion. Two impulses in the soul, one that seeks amuse- 
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ment, the other that seeks improvement, find in the teaching picture 
an unexpected joint satisfaction, and we go all out for it. How- 
ever this may be and whatever the reasons, experience with war- 
industry instructional films seems to clinch the fact that more can 
be taught quicker by talking pictures than by any of the older con- 
ventional methods. 

More specifically, the peculiar need in language teaching for mul- 
tiple repetition with slight variations points to the films. Many classes 
learn to understand their teacher well enough, but they are bafScd 
by the first speaker with a different accent, pitch, and rhythm. In 
films we can vary the speaking voices indefinitely and by contrasts 
of voices weave in the repetitions we need without wearying the 
audience. Similarly, the cinema resources can display the range of 
a word’s senses in manifold examples as no textbook or teacher pos- 
sibly could. Again, we can vary the order in which sentences and their 
meanings are presented — sometimes letting the words come first, to 
be followed by the picture-borne meaning, sometimes giving the 
meaning first and setting the finding of the right words as a problem 
to the audience, which the following sentence will correct. A good 
teacher can do this, of course, in her classroom, within the limits 
of her available equipment, but the variety of arrangements possible 
to the film is greater. And since a good teacher is an unusual teacher, 
good films can lead, by example, to improvement in technique in the 
classroom. Films, I may add, do not get tired. The best teacher at 
the end of a day loses some of her force. 

It is sometimes supposed that cinema audiences must necessarily 
be passive. This is simply a mistake. There is in practice no difficulty 
at all in getting a very high degree of audience participation. When 
the purpose of a film and the needs of the audience require it, a 
film can easily be designed to make an audience talk back at it to any 
degree desired Learners who have their motives for participating will 
quite spontaneously fill in prepared pauses with the appropriate 
sentences from the second showing onward. I have watched classes 
of grandmothers and their grandchildren joining in so — ^without 
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any previous direction. Some confident soul starts, others pick it up 
and so the chorus grows. This happens even with a very rough test 
reel by no means adjusted to secure a maximum hold on its audience. 

The test reel in question was the outcome of a spell of work at the 
Walt Disney Studio made possible for me by the Rockefeller Founda- 
tion. Though by no means a finished product, it was enough to 
show that there are no technical obstacles in the way of presenting 
a language through films— from the very first steps to the highest 
flights desired— provided only that the material has been visually 
organized through and through. It seems likely that a full course in 
Basic should use some thirty short reels, of less than ten minutes 
each, though just what rate of progression in the content of the 
reels would be most effective is a problem for further study. All the 
essential constructions of English and some five hundred Basic words 
can be presented without congestion in about twenty such reels, and 
the sequences can be made entirely self-explanatory without any use 
of any other language. The actions in the pictures take the place of 
references to any mother tongue. This on general pedagogic grounds 
is very desirable. Practically it means that such a film course would 
be equally of service to schools and learning groups in every part 
of the world. 

To literate groups, that is. The qualification will seem very im- 
portant, if we bear in mind that something like two thirds of the 
inhabitants of the planet are either unable to read at all or unable to 
read in our alphabet. If we are to have a common second language 
for the world we must clearly make a literacy campaign part of our 
program. There is no doubt whatever that to teach Basic or any other 
language eflSciently we must use written words in our instruction, 
and, after all, ability to read and write in the language is a main 
part of the aim. It is possible to design a Basic teaching film course 
that would omit writing and address itself merely through pictures 
and sounds to illiterates; but such a course would be heavily handi- 
capped. The script that should accompany the spoken sentences (as 
sub- or super-titles) is of immense service in displaying the structure 
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of the language. Grammar takes its name from writing, and without 
this aid to the eye in analyzing sentence forms progress is necessarily 
slow, as illiterates’ classes in this country show. The teaching of read- 
ing and writing is therefore an essential part of the program for 
illiterates. 

Illiterates in this country are most of them over forty-five, especially 
among the foreign born. The Alien Registration Program has found 
approximately seven hundred thousand illiterates among its charges. 
It uses a rather strict definition of illiteracy (inability to sign one’s 
name after some fashion). With a much wider definition, the Selec- 
tive Service System found itself rejecting a quarter of a million other- 
wise fully eligible young men in the first year of its operation. 
Illiteracy, therefore, is not a remote problem affecting only the 
conjectural future of people in Africa, South America, India, and 
China. It is also a United States problem, of no mean dimensions. 
New resources and techniques for dealing with it concern every gov- 
ernment and every educational authority in the world. Even those 
countries that enjoy the highest literacy rates ® need to smdy every 
means of smoothing the path into reading and writing, and no educa- 
tor will have to be reminded of the collateral problems that beset 
the retarded reader, or of the millions all over the world who, largely 
through these difficulties, leave school without attaining fourth-grade 
standards. It is worth considering, therefore, what Basic on the one 
hand and motion-picture teaching on the other, and the two con- 
jointly, can do to improve the situation. 

Radr as a teaching technique is essentially a reaction against try- 
ing to tackle everything at once. It has sorted out the words that 
will do most and graded their introduction so as to enable the learner to 
see (in every sense of see) what the words do. Its principle is the 
postponement of what is as yet unnecessary and only distracting. 
Let each successive problem be freed, so far as possible, from rival 

® According to its ofiEcial figures, Japan occupies a proud eminence here: 
its literacy rate is lOO per cent; on which figure and how it was arrived at 
we may each form our own opinion. 
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problems that will disturb its due understanding and solution. The 
relevance of the four main features of the Basic teaching design — 
economy, repetition, intelligibility, and visual support — to the early 
stages of reading will be evident. In fact a text® written in the 
first place as an introduction to Basic for literate aliens in Massachu- 
setts, has been found of singular service for retarded readers whose 
native tongue is English. But it is possible to carry the same prin- 
ciples down to the very first introduction to written words and 
letters. By doing so we can contrive a great simplification of the tasks 
we set the beginning reader.* ** We can thus take the learner at the 
earliest moment to a text where he will meet the words and sentence 
structures we have taught him to read, at work with a few other 
words over a wide range of subject matter. The covering power of 
Basic is very helpful here. The student then is no longer learning 
to read; he is already free to use his reading power on matter interest- 
ing to him. With this encouragement he can go out into other ma- 
terial to any extent which his oral knowledge of English permits. 
Closely interwoven with this course in reading should be a parallel 
course in writing. The exercise of making the letters and words is, 
of course, of the greatest help in recognizing them. The two activities 
go naturally together. In both, I believe, the teaching film can and 
should play a large part. 

One of the prime difficulties of beginning reading is the control 
of the point of maximum attention. The film can surpass the teacher 
here. It can show the letters being formed and taking their places, 
the words taking their places in sentences, and what the sentences 
say — all with a calculated timing and a minimum of distraction un- 
attainable by other means. So, too, with the motions of writing. Writ- 
ing is a minute form of dancing. The simplifications possible in a 

* Learning the English Language: A Boo\ for the Men and Women of All 
Countries, Houghton Mifflin Co., 1942. 

* Materials illustrating these principles of grading in the teaching of reading 
to beginners have been prepared by the Harvard Commission on English Lan- 
guage Studies. 
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properly graded course can be best reproduced and preserved by 
films worked over with this in view. Only the best teachers at their 
best moments are likely to match them in lucidity. And there are 
all too few such teachers available. Illiteracy films, reinforcing the 
spoken word with a graded introduction to written symbols, and 
employing every sort of pictorial and kinesthetic aid to learning at 
each step, are what is needed. For wide regions of the world they 
are a necessary introduction to films teaching Basic. 

It is wiser at present not to attempt estimates as to the time required 
to teach Basic through sound motion pictures. The data are not yet 
available. Not enough is known about a number of relevant factors 
to make guessing profitable at present. For example, after how many 
viewings does a language film, which does not use language to present 
something else but uses other things to present language, cease to 
instruct? When, in short, does the learner get through with it and 
need the next, more advanced film ? Naturally films lend themselves 
especially well to purposes of review. 

My experience suggests that with the elements of Basic — the first 
steps where all is new — the learner can go on noting new things* 
about the sounds, the syntax, the implications, through a great num- 
ber of showings. My reference earlier in this chapter to the rivet gun 
might mislead. Isolable phonetic, semantic, and grammatical points 
can be hammered home; but the general attitude taken up in watch- 
ing a language film is not that of the board into which nails are 
being driven. It is an attitude of alert exploration and eager anticipa- 
tion full of the drama of success and failure, corroboration and cor- 
rection. That is the surface play of the intelligence. Meanwhile, in 
the lower levels, stable sequences — word order, inflection patterns, 
and the rest — are being grafted into the memory. 

After a number of viewings, varying with the individuals, a learner 
comes to be able to recite stretches of the script. This is something 
and may be much— if these stretches contain the main patterns of 
English, and so give him his model sentences, his pronoun system, 
and so on. Many teachers have found that memorized passages are 
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highly valuable to the student. But such memorizing is, of course, 
a minor aim, a by-product that may yet be a step to something higher. 
The something higher is understanding of how the English words 
and sentence forms work, the understanding that enables one to 
take them and say new things with them. I stress this because it might 
be thought that language films would be unable to develop such 
understanding and could only serve as packers of the memory. But 
to think so is to underestimate the technical resources and range 
of powers of the sound-motion-picture medium. It is at least as good 
at provoking thought as at imparting fact, though as yet both these 
uses have remained relatively undeveloped. 

Meanwhile, it is incontestable that the cinema is the chief agency 
we possess that tends inherently of its own very nature toward world 
unification or, at least, world uniformity. The pictures are a world 
language already. This visual language has many dialects, but most of 
them are mutually comprehensible. By and large, pictures are uni- 
versal. Or a little experience with them makes them so. Peoples in 
the remotest corners of the earth and living in cultures least akin 
to ours learn our pictorial dialects with surprising ease and become 
thereby accessible, in a disconcerting degree, to what we find to 
say with our pictures. So far those who have most reflected upon 
this great new power that is now loose in the world (and that still 
mightier power-to-be, television, the offspring of the cinema and 
the radio) have on the whole been frightened by the possibilities 
presented. I need not expatiate on the dreadful visions of an entire 
world degraded to joint enjoyment of the lowest levels of commercial 
diversion or distraction which have been conjured up. These warn- 
ings were needed, xio doubt. But in an age intent on reconstruction 
and aware of the necesssity of using in that work every power we 
possess or can develop, it is more important still to insist upon 
the unparalleled opportunities for the sane service of mankind that 
the cinema offers. 

A common world pictorial language ready to hand, and already at 
work, is the appointed vehicle for teaching its common verbal Ian- 
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guage to the world. Through and in conjunction with that common 
language it is the natural, the technically proper means of teaching 
what is necessary if the world is to enjoy any unity of purpose and 
hence any peace. A world inevitably made one through its physical 
communications will destroy itself unless it can be united also through 
intellectual and moral communications. When ideas can get every- 
where in a flash, it becomes really necessary to see that the best ideas 
get priority of transport. The cinema, as recent applications have 
brought out, could in skilled hands teach anything— from the details 
of engineering practice to the postulates of democracy. The sciences 
and the arts alike are within its scope — though, of course, adequate 
ways have still to be worked out of presenting arithmetic, algebra, 
geometry, mechanics, chemistry, and the rest; or design, composi- 
tion, harmony, color relations, and the techniques of the other arts; 
or logic, literary criticism, psychology, and elementary philosophy. 
To discover through experiment how all this may best be done will 
be the task of generations of teachers. That it can be done and that 
it can bring new orders of general human welfare within our reach 
is now certain. We are not yet in sight of the limitations of the film 
as an instrument of education. Those who would attempt to limit 
it now have not suflBciently explored its capabilities in new design 
and new devices. All that man has done in the past in the routine 
of teaching, and much that has been physically impossible to him, is 
within its potential range. We should not let ourselves be too much 
influenced by the fact that it has been hitherto, on the whole, a toy. 
That very fact, by associating pictures so firmly with pleasure, has 
prepared the way for its greater uses. The cinema has grown up, 
at last, through instructional films made to meet war needs. We 
have to turn it now to the service of reconstruction and peace. 
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As I write, the college world is concerned over the manifest ignorance 
of its students of American history as revealed by a test published 
in the New York Times, History teachers are under attack. More 
and better history courses — ^that seems to be the popular remedy. 
From time to time for one subject or another these disturbances of 
the general equanimity occur. More and better courses are as a rule 
the prescription. But amid the confusion the voice of the experienced 
teacher can usually be heard saying: “Didn’t you know? Why be 
so surprised ? What will more courses or better books do for students 
who can’t understand them? It is the same in all subjects. All subjects 
need ability to read; ability to make out what is being said; nothing 
very recondite, only the sheer plain sense of a simple statement. Our 
students haven’t got that. They can't read, or listen. Better do some- 
thing about that instead of pressing overworked professors for more 
and better courses at the wrong end of the line for students who aren’t 
prepared to take them in.” 

, If we consult this uncomfortable critic further he will take us to 
the shelves where the school English texts stand row upon row, 
series after series. They are things that all students of our culture 
should frequently take in their hands. Historians will. There is very 
little to choose among most of them; they are made to standard, 
are minor variations on an established pattern. They propose to show 
that reading is fun, that listening is interesting, that language is 
really a human possession and its use something that every child 
will enjoy. These are their chosen themes. Accordingly, assorted 
youngsters are gathered together in their pages (with the aid of 
pictures) to hear discourse upon them. How to be popular through 
your use of language is a favorite opening gambit. How to be a 
welcome member of the group. How to bring out the awkward 
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ones. How to keep the conversation up. How to give everyone a 
chance to talk. How to raise topics on which everyone will have 
something to say (pets, games, hobbies). How to chime in when your 
turn opens with the right anecdote which everyone will want to 
hear. Those anecdotes! By the time they come, the text writers have 
got into their stride. One pointless, improbable pet after another 
is trotted out to perform at the supposedly right juvenile level. All 
this with a view to a re-enactment of the horrible business. It has 
been fun to read about this group. Now it will be fun to be the 
group, and do the talking with our own anecdotes, won’t it? So the 
text suggests. The poor children then nominally listen to one another, 
while thinking out their own “contributions.” 

Such are the beginnings, and the proverb will remind us that 
first steps count most. No one will doubt that children who get 
little guidance in conversational behavior at home must be given 
it in school; nor will anyone deny that the material used must be 
suited to their interests. It is the conception of those interests that 
is at fault, in its underestimation of their capacity to be concerned 
with more profitable matters. There is nothing in these anecdotes 
to arouse thought, nothing for the mind to exercise or develop its 
powers upon, nothing to be understood except in the most superficial 
fashion. And later, when the text writer does attempt to put some 
meat into his paragraphs, the minds he is training are, not surprisingly, 
unprepared to assimilate it. What wonder if they give it only that 
degree of attention which they are accustomed to find appropriate 
and sufficient! What wonder if the required sort of interest is then 
lacking! It is not the immaturity of children’s minds that should be 
blamed, but their lack of exercise.^ 

This is a composite portrait of many such reading books. It must 
not be taken as representing any one rather than any others of the 
type. They differ in detail, but they are as alike as men’s suits, and 
their uniformity has much the same origin. Together they represent 

^ I present these views at length in Interpretation in Teaching, especially in 
the Introduction. 
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the collective wisdom of the teaching profession as at present advised. 
My reader will therefore realize, I hope, that I am attacking some- 
thing in these paragraphs. These books are what the teachers of 
English believe in and ask for. It is not the wicked publishers who 
force bad books (for vast sales) on helpless teachers. Dorothy Thomp- 
son was wrong. It is the teachers who like such books and will have 
no others. They have, of course, to be brought up to date frequently 
but, as with fashions, that consists in making such changes as will 
keep them the same. 

Meanwhile, higher up the education ladder (but a ladder is too 
strenuous an image here; I should say ‘‘lower down the assembly 
line”) the bitter cries go up: “Students cannot read! They do not 
understand what is said to them — ^whenever it steps up from the 
anecdotal level! They don’t seem to have any way of getting at the 
meaning! They don’t seem to care what a sentence means! That 
doesn’t interest them!” 

It may seem overbold to suggest that this failure is not unconnected 
with the sort of reading habits developed earlier. If early reading 
matter contains nothing for the young minds to bite on, why would 
we expect their teeth to grow strong Why do we wonder if the 
“more and better courses” of the history professor prove only so many 
more crusts for tender gums to mumble, or if they have to be made 
“better” by being so progressively made easier that the college is 
doing only what the grades should have done.? 

This is no place in which to discuss why these things are so or 
to ask why the habits and likings of the least reflective teachers should 
rule policy in matters so vital as this. (We don’t leave their customary 
conceptions of diet undisturbed. It took knowledgeable outsiders to 
show that orange juice and whole meal are what children need. 
Customary preferences for white flour are not allowed to stand in the 
way.) Our question is rather: What can more reflective teachers, 
who are well aware of these evils, do? What would be a better way 
of trying to teach reading, as the art of making out what sentences 
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may be saying? Specifically, can Basic, or the ideas behind Basic, be 
of any help in the undertaking? 

That question came up from the beginning of work on Basic. It 
was inevitable in view of the preoccupation with ambiguity, obscurity, 
and misunderstanding from which Basic took its start. A simplified 
pocket language may be expected to have many uses in teaching 
reading. But these possible uses of Basic, as a tool in teaching reading 
and as a technique for studying hard writing, soon showed them- 
selves to require much inquiry and experimentation— especially when 
oversimple proposals began to be put forward. For example, the 
proposal that children should be taught Basic exclusively as their 
first mode of speech must be squashed; so must the proposal that 
Basic should be exclusively talked in nursery schools. These are the 
proposals of the fanatic or of the enthusiastic experimenter, and as 
a rule belong 'to the magical view of Basic, as a not too well under- 
stood source of wonders. The embarrassment such expectations are 
to those who have a grounded belief that Basic can be useful may 
be noted. People are always popping up to denounce us for proposals 
we would never make. A recent book, since withdrawn, supposed 
that we wished to have only Basic taught in the schools of England 1 
We agree that the proposal would be monstrous; but do not suffer 
any the less from the accusation. That is not what Basic is for, and 
it is, to repeat, never in place as a substitute for the fullest use of 
English any English speakers can make. If I seem to harp on this, 
the sympathetic reader will see why. 

Basic has no magical powers. It is a tool with certain uses which 
derive openly and evidently from its construction. Like all tools, it 
can be misused. It is not a foolproof apparatus. It is more like a 
hammer than a nutcracker. It cannot be guaranteed to extract mean- 
ings from sentences undamaged. It is useful in cracking hard shells, 
but we have to learn how to use it. And that very learning is in a 
large measure its value. We learn how the kernel of meaning is 
related to its verbal container. 

F;rom the beginning, it was clear enough that merely to learn 
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Basic, to learn how to translate passages in fuller English into Basic, 
using the resources of the limited medium to their utmost extent, was 
an admirable exercise both in reading and writing. And, for a while, 
the efforts of those who took up this side of the work were devoted 
to showing how this exercise worked and what it could do.^ But it 
was not equally clear that such courses in Basic could become a prac- 
ticable part of the school curriculum, at least in any near future* There 
are resistances to learning Basic for these purposes, which students 
of Basic well understand. We might be and were certain that those 
who did the necessary work (it is neither arduous nor prolonged) 
invariably found it amply repaying. But this did not show that those 
who most needed the help such work could give them could, in gen- 
eral, be persuaded to do it. In some school or college classes, teachers 
with the necessary ability and enthusiasm could and did work up 
their own materials and achieve striking success. Dr. Upton at Whit- 
tier and Dr. Tilley at the University of Connecticut are examples. 
In different ways they took Basic and made it a main instrument of 
their teaching. In general, however, guidance, texts, and a developed 
and graded program were obviously necessary if any extensive and 
satisfactory use of Basic in school or college curricula was to be made. 

Let me first show briefly why some sort of work with Basic in school 
English classes is desirable and what it could do. Then we shall con- 
sider what is possible and how best it might be done. 

The essential value of work with Basic lies in the kind and degree 
of attention it turns onto the text that is being translated or studied 
with its aid. This it shares with any other mode of translation or 
paraphrase properly used. Its advantage over translation into foreign 
languages or paraphrase in full English is simply that Basic by the 
very limitations of its vocabulary keeps the proper use more constantly 
in sight. 

* See A. P. Ro»iter’s Statement and Suggestion, Hugh Walpole’s Semantics, 
my Basic in Teaching: East and West, Chapter Eleven in my Interpretation 
in Teaching; and, for application in advanced reading exercises, J. L. Sweeney’s 
“Basic in Reading” in The Kenyon Remeu/, Vol. V, No. i, I943* 
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But what is this proper use? There is some difference of opinion 
about it among teachers. A recent statement by Mr. Frederick L. 
Santee on the point brings up many relevant considerations very 
clearly: 

I have mentioned the use of Basic as a vehicle for paraphrasing and 
stressed the danger of assuming too readily that the Basic version is 
superior to the original. A teacher of English has just told me that he no 
longer has his students write paraphrases of difficult passages in Milton 
because they tend to like their own simpler restatements better than 
Milton’s English. The value of paraphrasing consists not in showing the 
student the meaning of the original, but in showing the teacher whether 
or not the student knows it already. No student can paraphrase into his 
own basic, or translate either into the standard Basic or into any foreign 
language without first comprehending the passage with which he is deal- 
ing. Comprehension must come first, and it comes from explanation of 
words and phrases by the teacher, from careful, sympathetic study of the 
passage by the student, and from the use of dictionaries and commentaries. 
If the student can translate, he understands; but the understanding, not 
the translation, is the teacher’s aim. Translation is overworked in most 
foreign languages because it is mistaken for a means of teaching. Its 
proper place is in quizzes, written or oral.® 

On the first point I am wholly with Mr. Santee. It would be disas- 
trous indeed if students supposed that their Basic versions beat the 
original, except with examples chosen as richly deserving a beating. 
Most Basic versions, however, are not very likely to be long admired 
by their authors, and this danger may safely be assumed to be small. 

As to the sad fate of Milton in that classroom, something in the 
handling of the exercises must have gone very wrong. But the third 
sentence contains the point that needs to be focused. “The value of 
paraphrasing consists not in showing the student the meaning of the 
original, but in showing the teacher whether or not the student knows 
it already.” That, it seems to me, takes much too distant a view of 

® “Basic, T arin and Other Languages,” The Kenyon Review, Vol. V, No. i, 
1943 ' 
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the process of paraphrasing. It sees paraphrasing as a mere putting 
down on paper of a meaning already perceived. “Knows it already’^ 
is the dangerous phrase. Paraphrasing, in its proper use, is not re- 
porting, it is exploration. It is an experimental feeling around, a tast- 
ing and comparing of the possibilities of the original’s meaning. 
With all passages that should be chosen for such paraphrasing work, 
these possibilities are richer, more varied than any one version of 
them can give. There is a suggestion throughout Mr. Santee’s para- 
graph that “the meaning” of a passage is something fixed and sepa- 
rable, something like the right answer to a sum that can be worked 
out once and for all and then handed in, and even a suggestion that 
the values lie in the answers rather than in the processes of explora- 
tion and reflection by which we reach them. This may be unfair to 
Mr. Santee, but many teachers will certainly find such conceptions en- 
couraged by his phrasing. 

Even in studying mathematics, it is the development of mathemati- 
cal insight and skill, not the answer that matters. In teaching reading 
this is as true. Not the product of understanding (some local meaning) 
but the process itself of working out the meanings is what we must 
keep our eye on. Translation and paraphrase are, of course, useful in 
quizzes: they let the teacher and the student see what has been mis- 
understood. But that is a subordinate use. The proper main use is in 
developing, through reflective exercise, the process of understanding. 

This, I think, is the heart of the problem. The reason why people 
do not learn to read well is that too much of what exercise they get 
either puts up no problem to them or is merely anecdotal — or, at 
best, has no exploration of meaning but only some factual quiz in 
view. This has doubtless been said in various forms and incessantly 
since reading first began. Every candid reader, and every good teacher, 
knows it to be true. We all endeavor to remedy it by whatever means 
we may. Basic is one such means. Its peculiarity is that it forces you 
so constantly to explore into the meaning of the original. You can- 
not transpose it into Basic without close inquiry. 

If we compare translation into Basic with translation into Latin, 
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on the one hand, and with paraphrase into full English on the other, 
we shall see why this is so. Translation into Latin is recognized to be 
a far finer exercise in understanding English than translation into 
French — because the differences between the Latin and English ways 
of saying things are so much greater. We can frequently translate al- 
most word for word into French; but to put a passage of English 
into Latin we have to separate the meaning from the English turns 
of phrase and set to work to rethink it in Latin terms. This makes 
us aware of the meaning (of the possibilities of meaning, rather) of 
the English to a degree in which putting it into French as a rule will 
not. But the values here for the improvement of our understanding 
of English depend obviously on how good our knowledge of Latin 
is. If we don’t know enough Latin and don’t know it well enough, 
the gain is slight; we are just wishing a meaning onto a Latin dummy, 
and we can do that without looking at all carefully into the meaning. 
If we have a good teacher, the process helps to teach us Latin but it 
docs not necessarily make us any better at grasping English. The same 
applies to translation into French. Translation into poorly understood 
media does not improve our understanding of the original. Most so- 
called translation used in schools and colleges as a part of elementary 
language learning is but mutual mayhem: both languages suffer alike. 
Nonetheless, translation into a really well-understood language, re- 
mote enough in its structure and habits from English, is the best 
training in the reading of English available. Unfortunately it is only 
available to good scholars in these languages. 

If Latin is too difficult, full English is too easy. A process of “syno- 
nym trading” is not illuminating. Let me quote what I wrote on an- 
other occasion: 

Paraphrases in general divide into two types. There is the paraphrase 
which merely replaces the words in the original with rough synonyms, 
leaving all the doubtful parts of the meaning unillumined. This exercise 
of shuffling synonyms about is merely deadening to whatever germs of 
interpretative capacity may exist in the student. It is agreed that the less 
he is subjected to it the better. 
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But the alternative is almost as bad. Here to write a paraphrase is to 
compose another passage made as nearly as possible a rival to the first. 
As such, it is an exercise whose effects are often very far indeed from an 
improved comprehension of the original. This is the kind of paraphrase 
the more promising kind of pupil usually produces and he deserves our 
sympathy. For the terms of the task set him are something of an outrage 
on his intelligence. He is given an original which presumably he respects; 
he is asked — under the unfair condition that he may use none of the best 
words because these have been used already by the original — to build up 
a cluster of words, which will, so far as he can contrive, be an equivalent. 
The better reader he is, the more closely will he realize that what he is 
being asked to do is something not only presumptuous but impossible and 
absurd.^ 

Basic avoids these defects by not, as a rule, having the rough syno- 
nyms and the second-best words. It forces the reader to start again and 
think through what he supposes the original to have said. And he 
has to think it through in other terms — ^not so far removed as those 
of Latin but further than those of French, As Mr. Santee well re- 
marks, . . the Basic version requires more careful study and better 
understanding of the original than the French does, but much less 
than the Latin does. For practical purposes translation into French 
requires too little examination of the meaning; translation into Latin 
requires too much. ... I wish,” he continues, “the promoters of 
Basic would select for translation the most pompous and verbose 
books and flaunt their Basic versions before the faces of all young 
writers. In this way Basic might have a salutary effect on English 
style.” Even without so self-sacrificing a program, we find that it 
does. . 

Mr. Santee offers an example: “For the greater glory of Basic, here 
is a specimen meant to show how English ought not to be written. 

The apperception of self-motivation is a psychological fact. A concomi- 
tant phenomenon is the consciousness that the origin of this motivation is 
internal and not external,” 

* Basic in H caching: Bast and West, Kegan Paul, London, 1935, pp. 5 ^^* 
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In Basic this might be: 

The mind is conscious that it is self-moving; and, at the same time, that 
the motion comes from inside itself, not from outside. 

Cyty letting sppcTccption take more of its traditional meanings: 

After and through experience the mind becomes able to do things — in 
place of having them done to it. That is a fact with whatever degree of 
authority we let the facts of “psychology” have. And together with this 
power of acting for or from itself comes, so it seems, the knowledge that 
this is so. 

It will be seen that Basic allows us ample scope in our interpreta- 
tion of such things. The liberty Aere— and “the apperception of self- 
motivation” is another phrase for freedom— feels indeed as wide as 
we could wish. Using Basic for our paraphrase does not hold us down 
to any one interpretation or narrow the range of the different mean- 
ings we may find. Basic, indeed, is inherently broad in its handling 
and may be compared to charcoal rather than to a hard pencil. Such 
breadth— as teachers of drawing know— has its disadvantages as well 
as its merits^ it may, for a brief moment, encourage some to confuse 
a smudge with a statement. But to balance against this, width of 
treatment is peculiarly suggestive: it forces us to decide which of the 
features, aspects, interpretations of the original we are going to por- 
tray or indicate. It makes us aware, as no tighter, more precise medium 
can, that the original has these different possibilities to offer, that in 
all reading we arc selecting meanings, not passively taking the stamp, 
and that we have a responsibility to choose well. In brief, it makes us 
take this “apperception of self-motivation” seriously. 

It is through this that Basic can help us to become better readers— 
through heightemng our sense of what we are doing as we read. In 
most reading we are intent, and qtiite rightly, on the particular mean- 
ing at that point of the passage. We are not reminding ourselves of 
the possibility that the passage may mean something more, something 
quite other, perhaps, than we' have yet supposed. We are not reflecting 
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on our possible losses. Like dogs with our noses to the ground we 
are too busy to look up and see the other game that may be standing 
in full view. Nothing blinds us so well as a prepossession, and in 
most reading we are prepossessed. The cure is in realizing that this 
is so. Comparing Basic versions is a good way of waking ourselves 
up. We see how easily we suppose that an author must be trying to 
say certain things, when in fact nothing of that sort was in his mind 
at all. 

“The true mode of interpretation,” said Aristotle in the Poetics with 
everlasting truth, “is the precise opposite of what Glaucon mentions. 
Critics, he says, jump at certain groundless conclusions; they pass 
judgment and then proceed to reason on it; and assuming that the 
poet has said whatever they happen to think, find fault if a thing is 
inconsistent with their own fancy.” It is this trick of assuming that 
what we happen to think is the only thing the passage can be saying 
that betrays us all. Then the very things that might show us that we 
were wrong — the inconsistencies — ^become faults in the author. 

This hasty leaping to groundless conclusions and the disputatious 
spirit that goes with it are the chief enemies of good reading in more 
advanced studies. We want to uphold or attack a certain point. We 
care more deeply about the point— about the attack or defense— than 
about whether what we read really presents it. We are more willing 
to be soothed by what we take as support, or to be roused by what we 
take as offense, than to inquire, reflect, and consider. Inquiry, reflec- 
tion, and consideration are far higher activities of the mind than 
verbal self-comfort or verbal warfare. They are harder to keep up, 
more tiring, more of a strain on our “self-motivation.” We need to be 
more ourselves in them, and they are the way, in fact, by which we 
become more ourselves. In comparison, argument, debate and dispute 
are ways of losing ourselves, of “being moved (positively or nega- 
tively) from without” 

Unluckily a very strong strand in our Western tradition will have 
it that debate is the very heartbeat of inquiry and that it is by con- 
tention and dispute that we winnow the grain of truth from the chaff. 
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We are aggressive, intellectually, rather than meditative. We admire 
the “vigorous” thinker— by which we usually mean the argumenta- 
tive rather than the deep one. “Meditation,” indeed, suggests to us a 
faint activity: the conduct of a sissy in thought. We are mistaken in 
this. Meditation should mean for us a closer, more continuous, a 
wider and more experimental thinking, turning the matter over more 
and /‘vgminin g more of its sides and possibilities. We badly need a 
retraining that will break our habit of “jumping at groundless con- 
clusions.” It is because Basic offers us a technique for such retraining 
that it has an interesting future in education. 

“Certainly one quality, which nowadays has been best forgotten— 
and that is why it will take some time yet for my writings to become 
readable- is essential if we are to practice reading as an art,” said 
Nietzsche, “a quality for the exercise of which it is necessary to be a 
cow, and under no circumstances a modern man! — rumination.”® 
The making of Basic versions is training in rumination, in chewing 
the cud, in preparing what we read for digestion. Digestion, dyspep- 
tics apart, is no manner of warfare. All the words we use in describing 
thought have interesting suggestions as to what we should be doing 
in it. When we consider, that word brings in the stars— the widest 
framework of reference; when we deliberate or fonder, we are weigh- 
ing and balancing (not fighting) ; when we revolve a matter in our 
tnindcj we tum it over; when we rejiect upon it, .we try different 
angles or slants. All these are pacific activities. The exception is the 
word argue. This may have originally meant "to keep on making 
clear” (it comes from Old French arguer which came from the Latin 
argutare, the frequentative of arguere, to make clear) but in most 
of its many uses, is that what the word now means.? Is that what 
arguing usually aims at or achieves.? Most arguments, alas, rather fol- 
low the course that Glaucon so well described. We argue to main- 

® At the end of the preface to The Genealogy of Morals. A cow is very dif- 
ferent from “the beast of prey, the magnificent blonde brute avidly rampant 
for spoil and victory,” he elsewhere, as in the First Essay there, so much 
admired. 
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tain or contend, not to discover more fully what it is we are maintain- 
ing or contending against. 

Basic as a tool in training thought discourages dispute. It curbs our 
eternal temptation to argue before we know what we are arguing 
about. It is a restraint upon that habit of verbal warfare which may 
be connected more closely than we suppose with actual warfare as a 
key institution of our traditional culture. We shall never have a rea- 
sonable world until we are more reasonable within ourselves. While 
we think that it is the chief business of ideas (and ideologies) to fight 
with one another in our minds, we should not be surprised if men 
behave as though their chief business were to fight with one another. 
The inner and the outer warfare are connected. But our ideas have 
more important things to do than to make war on one another, just 
as men and nations have more important things to do. They have to 
find out about one another, adjust themselves together in a wider 
order, and breed a better race of ideas to take their place. Basic, rightly 
used, can help, we believe, in this. It can bring ideas to terms with 
one another, keep them from so readily mistaking one another, from 
supposing too soon that what seems incompatible and hostile must 
be so. But that “rightly used” is important. Neither Basic nor any 
other instrument of thought can do this automatically. It is no sub- 
stitute for thought; it is only a means of inducing favorable oppor- 
tunities for better thinking. 

Here I must touch pn the question: “How hard is Basic for 
those to whom English is their native language?” It will be seen that 
this is less a single question than a swarm of them. If it asks “How 
hard is it to travel, shop, visit, do the daily routine business in Basic?” 
a few hours’ study and practice are enough. I discuss the matter at 
some length in the chapter that follows. If it asks “How hard is it to 
say things in the best available way in Basic?” that needs a more elab- 
orate answer. How hard is it to say things in the best available way in 
full English? That plainly depends on what the things are, for whom 
they are said, and the knack and training of the man who is to say 
them. Deep down, I suppose it turns upon how thoroughly we un- 
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derstand what we are trying to say, and how thoroughly we under- 
stand English. Most of us who use English really understand it very 
slighdy, or understand it well only at certain levels and in certain 
ranges of its uses. A good popular writer understands it as most peo- 
ple will best use it. A philosopher may better understand its deeper 
and more complex uses, but fail utterly with it at popular levels. 
Shakespeare could understand and use all English at all levels. 

So, too, with Basic versions. No one can make good Basic versions 
if he does not in the first place understand his Basic words and sen- 
tences well and, secondly, contrive somehow to understand the origi- 
nal he is translating. And that is a task of inquiry, consultation, and 
reflection and as such takes time. Basic can help in this remarkably— 
by bringing out points that are not being understood, by raising 
relevant questions, and by delaying conclusions. Through the very 
fact that its vocabulary is so limited, we arc forced, as we practice with 
it, to become aware of the varying implications of its words. It be- 
comes a segment of the language we understand so well that it puts 
us on our guard against the rest of the language and itself. But there 
is, once ag ain, no self-acting virtue in Basic, though too many people 
seem to think there should be. Putting something into Basic does not 
automatically clarify it. Why so many people shotJd suppose that it 
does is a question worth asking. Probably they are expecting words 
to do their thinking for them. Some, for example, have been disap- 
pointed to discover that the Basic Dictionary does not somehow tell 
them what “the real meaning” of the words they look up is! They 
seem to have hoped that Basic could be a sort of linguistic machine 
into which they could feed difiScult English and have it come out in 
crystal-clear and easy sentences. 

That is a mistake, plainly enough. So is the idea that Basic itself is 
committed to some one philosophy. It is a means for exploring all 
philosophies and all questions. Different users will, of course, handle 
it with their own presuppositions, but Basic itself is a neutral set of 
tools. No one need fear that the use of Basic imposes any special 
tendency on thought, or assumes any parti pris, or any tendency more 
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special than the encouragement of investigation before a decision as 
to what anything may or may not mean. 

This suggests that most things worth study are likely to mean more 
than one thing. It is so. Our job in reading is not simply to find one 
meaning — the meaning. It is to see as clearly as we can what the 
meanings are that may most reasonably be given to the passage. The 
proof of this is the historic fact that just those remarks that have been 
most important (have “meant most”) to man have led to the most 
discussion as to what they say. “The Kingdom of Heaven is within 
you” and “Virtue is knowledge” are good examples. But the key 
sentences of most treaties, judgments, or business proposals illustrate 
the point, too. 

There are opportunities here for grand-scale verbal battles. I have 
written recently of them at length,® hoping to induce a more medita- 
tive and peaceful exploration of the problem. Any such suggestion, 
of course, arouses the combative man. It is a way of stealing his enemy 
from him which he cannot forgive — ^until he lays his argumentative 
weapons down and begins to think in other fashions. So Mr. Elder 
Olson, for example, in Modern Philology, has dubbed my remarks 
“dangerous nonsense,” an honor they did not seek. “In the first place 
there must be one and only one right reading, because meaning — if 
we intend by that the meaning of the philosopher and not the in- 
finite and unpredictable reactions of his readers — may be manifold 
but never multiple, from the very nature of signification: if x stands 
for what is x and what is not x, x stands for everything and nothing.” 

This is disputation of the type which work with Basic versions dis- 
courages. Mr. Olson speaks with feeling of my “appalling transla- 
tions, of Aristotle and Whitehead in the eternal Basic.” Equally dis- 
putatious would be the reply that if Mr. Olson were right, I, as the 
author of the challenged remarks, would be uniquely placed to teU 
him just how much he misrepresented the views he professed to be 
attacking. But that would be vain warfare, the worst way of trying 
to clarify the situation. I fear a reference to Aristotle and Glaucon 

®Iii How to Read a Page, especially pp. 11-12. 
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in the passage I have cited above would do Mr. Olson little good. It 
is far wiser to leave him to fence with his dummies and consider 
peaceably whether it is not true that sentences often have meanings 
different from those the author may have intended. As author he 
is responsible for any meanings which reasonable (undisputatious) 
readers give them after taking into account the other things he says 
and whatever else is most relevant. Good and understanding reading 
then becomes a matter of taking these relevant things into account. 
It is interpretation in the literal or etymological sense of the word— 
a taking of the remark together with the rest which bears upon it. 
And, as practice with Basic, or any other mode of translation that 
makes us think enough, will bring out, we have, as a rule, to deliberate 
not one but several possible meanings. Such deliberation leads to un- 
derstanding of the subject. To be given, by some authority, a cut and 
dried meaning for the remarks — even if it happens to be right — does 
not. We are back here at the quiz conception of understanding — a 
knowledge of the answer which does not depend on clear perception 
of the question. 

This is the key point about the use of Basic in education. Do we 
or do we not favor the quiz-kid type of learning as an equipment for 
life.? Is it quality of understanding and reflection, or acquaintance 
with facts available in The World Almanac, in encyclopedias, and 
other works of reference, which we would put in the forefront among 
our aims. I do not believe an educator worth the name will disagree 
about the answer. The doubt will only be about the means by which 
understanding and reflection can best be encouraged. And I can 
only say that the experience of all those who have yet made any per- 
sistent experimentation with Basic as a stimulant to reflection is that 
it is a useful aid. 

■ The question remains: How may it be made most useful.? There 
are several schools of thought. Some are convinced of the value of 
translation into strict Basic — ^with suitably chosen passages. They be- 
lieve that the very rigidity and definiteness of the specification of 
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strict Basic give us a peculiar opportunity to set tasks demanding a 
sharp awareness in the student of what he may and may not do 
within the rules. Too few of our studies, they believe, require such 
exact observance of rules. The rules do not matter, they might say; 
what matters is that we should know whether we are keeping to 
them or not. 

On the other hand there are those who believe that some of these 
rules are unnecessary and undesirable for this use of Basic. They were 
introduced with the foreign learner in view, to make his passage into 
English smoother. They are no aid to the student who knows English 
already as his mother tongue. And, on this view, they get in the way 
of more important things. While remembering, for example, to say 
**give an organization to” in place of “organize” he may neglect to 
consider sufficiently what “organize” and “organization” may mean. 
This view favors a modification of the Rules of Basic to allow the 
use of all verbs represented by or contained in the Basic nouns, the 
use of certain suflSxes such zs—full and -ness, and sundry other en- 
largements. But it holds to the Basic List as the foundation of the 
paraphrasing vocabulary. To enlarge that would be to lose the power 
to provoke thought which its very limitations give to Basic, 

A third view goes further and proposes to hand over to the student 
the task of making and defending his own rules. Let him go outside 
the Basic List wherever the task of keeping within it raises no in- 
teresting point of interpretation. Words like canary, pavement, preci- 
pice, for example, will in most sentences raise no questions worth spe- 
cial attention. Let them be used freely then, though they are not 
important enough to be Basic words. But let the responsibility of de- 
ciding which words are in this comfortable, unquestionable position 
be fully faced and carried by the student. Let him be sure that all 
words that do raise problems of meaning — ^whether they are on the 
Basic List or not— get proper attention and clarification in his version.*^ 

The principle behind this policy is that we should always in this 

^ I have discussed this view in some detail in How to 'Read a Rage, Chapter 
Seven. 
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sort of work be as fully aware as possible of what we are doing and 
why we are doing it. As Aristotle said, the highest, most human activ- 
ity of the mind is that in which it both makes and \ceps its rules. 
Relatively blind adherence to rules worked out by others may be a 
necessary training for this freedom, but to profit from any sort of 
freedom we need constant exercise in the responsibilities it entails. 
Practice in our judgment as to how far we have found and overcome 
the difficulties of exposition is one of its most valuable forms. This 
third policy concentrates upon giving such practice. 

It will be evident that between these three policies there is plenty of 
room for experiment. Probably they form a series; some work with 
strict Basic seems a desirable introduction to work with a more 
supple medium, which would lead into the freedom of the third 
policy. It is still too early to make any report. Without texts, which 
have still to undergo much revision and development, there would be 
no point in going into detail.® The aim throughout is clear and simple: 
concentration upon those problems in handling language, for the 
benefit of thought, which are likely to be of the widest general profit 
to the learner. Some of the difficulties of reading and writing are 
local. When we have mastered them we have mastered nothing more. 
But others are general; they recur with slight variations incessantly, 
and if we succeed in overcoming them in a number of varying exam- 
ples we win power over countless parallel problems. We have learned 
something universal in the art of thinking through words.® Basic, 
in its various uses, can, we believe, be a very good means of directing 
attention upon just these problems. That is the whole claim. Needless 
to repeat, I hope, no one wants Basic to replace the fuller use of Eng- 
lish in the education of English-speaking people. Its aim here is only 
to make that fuller use more adequate and more discerning than it is. 

®Some experimental photo-offset materials are in preparation and may be 
obtained from the Harvard Commission on English Language Studies. 

® A fuller treatment of this topic will be found in Interpretation in Teachings 
Harcourt Brace and Co., 1938. 



BASIC ENGLISH FOR READING BETTER 121 

There are, however, a number of more immediate applications of 
Basic and Basic technique to problems of communication which must 
be mentioned. All those who are under urgent necessity to explain 
complex matters to untrained readers know very well how hard it 
is to get information, instruction, and advice to them in a serviceable 
form. Whether it concerns the rulings of the OflSce of Price Admin- 
istration, income-tax regulations, how to take down ball bearings, 
or larger matters of national and international policy, the loss of eiSS- 
ciency incurred through failure in communication is a nightmare. 
Those most engaged with the practical aspects of such work know best 
how great the waste is. It has occurred to many that Basic may have 
some help to give here, and questions have in fact been asked in the 
House of Commons and other parliaments on this point — sometimes 
as a way of criticizing government statements, more often with a 
wholly serious intent. 

An answer cannot be quite simple. A proposal that rulings, ex- 
planations, and the rest intended for the lay public and the untrained 
reader be merely translated into Basic w^ould certainly be oversimple. 
After all, the people these communications are addressed to are speak- 
ers of English, however much the technicality or the complexity of 
the matters talked of may find and leave them at a loss. A Basic 
version would be artificial for such readers; it would simplify (as for 
the foreign learner) at points where simplification is, for the native 
speaker of English, unnecessary and may even be distracting. And 
at other points additional clarification might well be needed. As I 
have insisted above, there is nothing automatic or mechanical about 
the elucidatory powers of Basic. The only way to use it to clear up a 
difiEculty is by understanding clearly what the difficulty is. We cannot 
rely on Basic, or on anything else, to do that for us. 

Nonetheless, in such work of clarification, Basic has, we believe, 
an important part to play. The making of a rough Basic version 
(which need not necessarily aim to be 100 per cent Basic) is an ex- 
tremely good preparation for drafting a statement or explanation 
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designed to be as clear as possible for as many people as possible. 
For the reasons entered into above, it forces a rethinking of the 
subject matter, and this is very often the key to success. When the 
rough Basic version has been made, its adaptation to a form that will 
go home most smoothly, most forcibly, and least ambiguously to the 
audience is usually no great undertaking. It still needs, of course, 
adequate understanding of the subject matter and enough imagina- 
tion to realize what range of ideas about that the audience is likely to 
command. This last, as the most experienced will be the first to admit, 
is the qualification hardest to attain. The good popularizer has it, 
as the technician and expert have the special knowledge. Basic can 
often serve as the bridge between them. 

Instances of such uses of Basic might be given from many fields.^^ 
The following experiment in making public-health information more 
widely available and efiective is typical. 

Mrs. Gwendolyn C. Lee, a medical social worker in the Slossfield 
Health Center of Birmingham, Alabama, was the instigator. About 
five hundred Negro patients come each week to this clinic, and most 
of them receive little pamphlets intended to help them with their 
health problems both as individuals and as collaborators in public- 
health measures. Mrs. Lee suspected that these pamphlets, although 
written for a mass audience, were considerably above the heads of this 
group. She knew that they were misunderstood and feared that they 
were found so difficult by the patients that after trying one they would 
never attempt to read another. She asked her husband, who had been 
studying Basic in a seminar at the University of Chicago, whether 
Basic might help. 

Mr. Lee, being also of a scientific habit of mind, decided to in- 
vestigate. He took four typical pamphlets: Information for Expectant 
Mothers, Health Almanac, The Care of the Teeth, and a reprint 
from the Reader's Digest entided “Why Don’t We Stamp Out Syph- 

See, for instance, a discussion of the Bill of Rights, for a teacher’s use, by 
J. L. Sweeney, printed in The Bill of Rights Review, VoL II, No. II, Winter, 
1942. 
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ilis?” From these he chose typical paragraphs expressing some o£ 
their central ideas. Under each of them he placed six statements in 
Basic that could be marked “true” or “false” on the basis of what the 
paragraph said. Then, in a separate booklet, he gave near-Basic ver- 
sions of the same paragraphs — ^using a few non-Basic words like 
mosquito and syphilis and adjusting them freely to the comprehen- 
sion of the audience in the manner described above. Under these 
simplified versions, he put the same instructions and test statements 
as before. 

Mrs. Lee then selected two groups of her patients, matching them 
as carefully as possible person by person. She set aside those able to 
read both the original and the simple version adequately and those 
who could do nothing with either. This left sixty-five persons avail- 
able for the experiment. One group read the original and the other 
the simple version. Both were allowed all the time they wanted to 
complete the test. Here are the results: 

Readers of the original took on the average twenty-three minutes; 
the “Basic” group took on the average fifteen minutes. The middle 
score of the “original” group was eleven out of twenty-four test 
sentences marked correctly; the middle score of the “Basic” group 
was 17.9. 

These facts seem of very general interest. Our pubUc-health au- 
thorities and other agencies give away annually many millions of 
pamphlets intended to help people to deal with common and serious 
problems. Yet these people, to put it roughly, seem to have under- 
stood less than half of what they read in the original version, even 
though they devoted on an average about six minutes to each short 
paragraph and were forced by the test to consider more carefully 
than usual what it said. Through the simple device of translation 
into near-Basic — even by a novice, for Mr. Lee had had no previom 
experience in this sort of work — ^their reading time was cut down 
by a third and their understanding of what they read was increased 
by 60 per cent. 

In most cases no such quantitative evidence of the gain in efficiency 
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will be available. We must rely upon our own impressions. Here, 
from a very different field — the exposition of democratic principle — 
is an example of Basic at work, on which the reader must be his own 
judge. 

The following is from page 94 of Mr. R. B. Perry’s recent Shall Not 
Perish from the Earth, It comes from toward the end of a short, 
highly compressed book and is clearly a summary — something we 
should not expect to understand very fully except by reference to 
what has gone before. 

There can be no doubt of the profound antithesis between totali- 
tarianism and the traditional creed of Americans. As these four ideas, 
uniformitarianism, anti-intellectualism, tribalism, and technologism, give 
meaning to totalitarianism, so do their opposites define democracy, as a 
whole composed of individualism, rationalism, universalism, and moral 
purposiveness. 

What I have done with it is to make as short a Basic version of it 
as I could which would put the ideas it is handling, which are set 
forth in Mr. Perry’s book, into a form ready— or readier — ^for dis- 
cussion. 

There will be no doubt that “totalitarianism” is the very opposite of 
those ways of belief and of living which have been handed down to us 
from the American past. Four ideas together make up “totalitarianism.” 
They are: 

1. Uniformitarianism — ^the idea that all men are to he made as com- 
fletely the same as possible, in the interests of society. 

2. Anti-intellectualism — ^the idea that men arc to be guided through 
their uncontrolled feelings, and chiefly through their desires, hates, and 
fears, not through thought and reason. 

3. Tribalism — ^the idea that the group is to be given the belief that they 
are somehow all of the same blood, a better blood than any other, and 
that it is right for men of this higher blood to have power over all others. 

4. Technologism — ^the idea that power, especially machine power and 
the control of natural forces, is the great end, and that man is the servant 
of power. 
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The opposites of these ideas together make up democracy. They are: 

1. Individualism — the belief that mans end or good (the thing for 
him to go after) is to become as completely himself as possible, with the 
fullest development of all his powers in all the ways that will let him 
get on with other men for his good and their good as men living to- 
gether in society. 

2. Rationalism— xht belief that thought and reason—not feelings or 
desires — are the right guides for man in all his decisions. 

3. Universalism—xkie. belief that the good of every man— not of one- 
self only or of any group, but of all men equally whoever they are — ^is 
the right end to be kept in view in all men's doings. 

4. Moral Purposiveness — the belief that all other purposes and all uses 
of power are only important as instruments in the great design of put- 
ting men into harmony with one another for their common good. 

This is an expansion in strict Basic, from which a statement could 
be worked up to any degree thought desirable. What ‘‘thought” and 
“reason” might be saying would, of course, be the crux of any dis- 
cussion, and on that there is no better guide than Plato’s Republic. 
The abridged version founded on Basic is an example of what may be 
done through Basic to make the best that has been thought and said 
on the most urgent matters available most simply to everyone. 

Our leading men, the press, the radio, the journals of discussion 
and education, have been vying with one another to deplore the fact 
that youth is not interested in democracy, does not take it seriously, 
does not “believe in it,” no longer feels about it as its fathers and 
mothers felt. If this is a fact, it certainly marks a turning point in 
history. But there is another possible explanation. Young people 
might just not understand the ideas about man, his freedoms and his 
duties, which all talk and writing about democracy must use. These 
are not to be taken in clearly and kept clear by minds unpracticed 
in reflection. They need thought. They are not facts about how people 
actually behave — which might be memorized along with other facts 

Some further materials for such a discussion are collected in How to Read a 
Page, Chapters Six and Seven. 
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and formulas. They are ideas — ^in the sense of necessities of the moral 
order; but any attempt to say what they are inevitably raises all the 
hardest problems. It may well be that this seemingly indifferent 
youth suspects that these hardest of all hard questions wait here, sus- 
pects that much of the loudest talk about democracy ignores them, 
and that most of the talkers do not even attempt to understand them. 
Better silence than lip worship, if so. What we would be witnessing, 
then, would not be a turning away from democracy as a thing ex- 
amined and found wanting, but just a healthy if fearful avoidance of 
such doctrines by those who have not been taught how to understand 
them. They would be right to accompany the avoidance with an 
icy distrust of all who suppose that doctrine we dare not examine 
and are not ready to live up to can help us. 

The problem then would be, how are these generations to be 
equipped, fortified, and encouraged to think as deeply as may be 
about such matters.'^ If they are not helped they will have suffered the 
worst of betrayals, and the whole world will have been betrayed 
through them. Democratic principles are not a separable subject. 
More and better courses on them will only make matters worse still. 
Any persistent thought about man and his ways — and that covers 
all the humanities — ^forwards their understanding. The humanities 
indeed are a vanity in so far as they do not lead toward that. They 
are no mere records of fact, once again. They are a series of ever new 
understandings. It is the art of understanding we come back to, the 
skill with meanings we call intelligence. How can we cultivate that } 
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Most of my readers will be neither statesmen nor teachers of lan- 
guage. But what I have been saying has addressed itself to the 
statesman and the teacher latent in every man. We are citizens of 
a world in which no hand that can help can be spared, if we are to 
put it into any better order. The next ten years will be a turning point. 
Most of us, if we are to help, will have to change some of our ways 
of living and habits of thought and take up new responsibilities. 
They will be no hardships. The hard thing would be to find no way 
to help. “A man who does not say to himself ‘What to do! What to 
do!’ — ^indeed I do not know what to do with such a person,” said 
Confucius, who lived in even more hopeless-seeming times than ours. 
It is worth recalling that Confucius was, to the keeper of the Stone 
Gate, “the fellow who knows that a thing cannot be done and still 
wants to do it.” ^ The heartening fact is that he did it. He gave a way 
of life to China that is still one of the chief assurances that a saner 
world is possible. 

Among ways of taking a share in the work is the furtherance of a 
world language. But if much is to be done we must not see that as 
a job for experts and technicians only. It is everybody’s business 
every bit as much as public health is a joint concern of us all. The 
medical profession has its special duty, but without wide cp-operation 
it cannot raise or extend our level of physical well-being much. We 
have to join in by watching and controlling our ways of living, and 
to do that we have to inform ourselves in some measure.^ Is it too 

^ Lin Yutang’s translation m The Wisdom of China and India. 

2 Another parallel might be the control of rumor and unhelpful comment 
on the motives or behavior of other nations in wartime. That is the special 
business of oflSces of information, but they must work by enlisting general 
co-operation. 
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much to suggest that those who want the general levels of com- 
munication to be raised and extended should do likewise? That they 
should be ready to watch and control on occasion some of their ways 
of expressing themselves? 

This is no proposal that we should all talk Basic. Heaven forbid I 
No one who knows Basic will willingly confine himself to it — 
except for special purposes. It is only the suggestion that a widespread 
knowledge of its principles and a little skill in it among those who 
have to do with learners of English would be an immense help. 
In a very real sense everyone in contact with those who are strug- 
gling with our language is both a statesman and a teacher. It is to 
the common interest if he equips himself for the undertaking. 

How hard is Basic English for an English speaker to learn? Mr. 
Wells, our most audacious modern prophet, in The Shape of Things 
to Come (1933) did not let himself be optimistic in dating the gen- 
eral use of Basic. Here is what he said: “One of the unanticipated 
achievements of the twenty-first century was the rapid diffusion of 
Basic English as the lingua franca of the world.” 

One reason for such a late date may have been Mr. Wells’s notion 
(which many people seem to share) that Basic must be very hard 
for English-speaking people to use. He even goes to the trouble of 
inventing a certain teacher of languages, named Rudolph Boyle, 
who “contrived the method by which English speakers learned to 
confine themselves, when necessary, to Basic limitations.” Experience 
shows that there is in fact no considerable difficulty and little need 
for any special training. A few hours spent in serious study of the 
principles, and a little practice, enable most people to write fairly 
freely in something near enough to strict Basic for all practical 
purposes. Reading one or two stories or chapters in Basic, some 
experiments in rephrasing paragraphs of ordinary English, followed 
by study of good Basic versions of these paragraphs, and a spell of 
free composition in Basic will do the trick. The General Basic 
English Dictionary is a ready aid in trouble. It will not, of course, 
give us always the answer to our problem in any mechanical fashion* 
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No dictionary could possibly do that, though there are always some 
victims of educational malpractice who go on all their lives hoping 
that reference books will think for them. But it will suggest strong 
belief as a substitute for conviction, and unnecessary or of no use for 
otiose; it will help us to see that to tolerate a person may be to put 
up with him and to tolerate a thing, perhaps, is to let it go on without 
protest. In most instances, however, the explanation will resist 
transplanting neatly into an aperture left by a non-Basic word to be 
avoided. A recasting of the sentence will, as a rule, be necessary. It 
is this very failure to get a word by word substitution which helps 
us to ask ourselves again just what we are saying and why. 

Impromptu eloquence and after-dinner wit in Basic are tougher 
assignments. Its thrifty vocabulary is at its best in everyday dealings 
and explanations, and is not naturally a spellbinder’s medium. In a 
continuous, extemporary speech in Basic one has to pause a moment 
between remarks to see how the next sentence is coming out. But 
in practice, for any audience for whom it is really important to 
use Basic, a close approximation to Basic is sufficient to make all the 
difference between being well-enough understood and not. A demon- 
stration speech made chiefly to prove that one can say it in Basic 
(where there is no other good reason for refraining from obvious 
words) is always something of a strain. It is, and feels like, a tour de 
force. The proper condition for good communication — one’s sense 
of the needs and understanding of the audience — ^is lacking. So, too, 
with some writing in Basic— the sort which as far as possible aspires 
to hide the fact that a limited language is being used. These are 
showpieces, not the normal use of the medium. Students of Basic, 
however, rarely escape a sojourn in this trap. As skill and experience 
grow, Basic seems to challenge one for a time to display its paces, 
and the result is parade-ground stuff rather than standard riding. 

Most people, however, become skilled enough with surprising ease. 
Mr. Wells’s teacher-to-come reminds me, indeed, of the story about 
the man who got on the train with a strangely shaped basket. The 
old lady sitting opposite was much puzzled. After a while she said. 
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“Would you think me too curious if I inquired what you have in 
your basket?” “Not at all. It’s a mongoose.” Pause. “May I ask what 
the mongoose is for?” “Why, I have an aunt who suffers from de- 
lusions. The poor dear thinks she is infested with snakes. The mon- 
goose is to catch the snakes.” Longer pause. “But didn’t I understand 
you to say that the snakes were imaginary?” “Yes, madam,” said the 
man with the basket, “purely imaginary; but so, you see, is the mon- 
goose.” Mr. Wells’s difficulties and his Rudolph Boyle who is to 
catch them are equally imaginary. 

Just how difficult Basic English may be as a foreign language, for 
different types of learners with different mother tongues under 
different conditions and aided by different teachers and learning aids, 
is not so readily ascertained. All that is certain, as yet, is that from 
China to Denmark, from the languages furthest from English to 
those nearest, for classes and those who teach themselves alike, a far 
more serviceable command of English has been gained in far less 
time than by any other plan. Very able young people who concentrate 
with determination can get through Basic into fuller English within 
a few weeks. The time has been cut, under exceptional circumstances 
(during a voyage, for example) to a few days. Elderly students who 
are unaccustomed to mental effort, and find concentration difficult, 
make incredibly more progress into Basic than into a less streamlined 
course, even when they continue to treat their biweekly classes rather 
as an occasion for social relaxation than for toil. The earnest adult 
with little time to spare for his studies is, of course, grateful for the 
small memory load and orderly progress into English that the system 
permits. 

Concentration, as much recent work on language learning in- 
dicates, is the key to the task. Five well-spaced-out separate hours a 
day for a month will do more than two hours a week for a whole year. 
Estimates in terms of total hours are somewhat meaningless here. 
Everything depends on how the hours are used, how they are spaced, 
how fresh the wits are, and what are the general incentives and im- 
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mediate stimuli. The very usual school program of four hours a week 
is not effective — for the earlier stages, at least. An intensive month 
at the start would economize effort immensely in the long run, and 
release time for other subjects later on. 

The confident advance into fuller English and other subjects (in- 
cluding other languages) which able students of Basic make is 
memorable to those who have watched it. J. F., age sixteen, who had 
no knowledge of English at all when he joined his first class in Basic, 
three years later completed his sophomore year at his university with 
a grade of 92 in English. Such young Italians or Greeks must attend 
adult-education classes for language instruction before they go to 
school in the ordinary way. They are sometimes surprised by the 
verbal disabilities of native English speakers. Too many of the class- 
mates they later leave behind in high-school English cannot talk 
intelligently or read with competence in their own language. Ref- 
erence to its structure frightens or bores them. Questions of usage 
send them repeatedly and incuriously to a book of arbitrary rulings 
— ^with no better aim than to make their “papers” acceptable to 
teachers’ standards which are unintelligible to them. Lucidity, force, 
or grace are ideas beyond their apprehension. Why one way of 
saying something should be better than another is a question they 
have never seriously asked. All that they can do is to memorize, 
vainly, the forms which the teacher’s corrections indicate to be right. 
That attempt made without understanding is foredoomed to failure. 
They sit imprisoned within impalpable walls, with very little hope 
— so every instructor in freshman English will agree — of ever winning 
out into the bright, intelligible reaches of their native tongue. 

Such students cannot help beginners in English much. Though its 
means are limited, Basic is not a language for limited minds or 
limited interests. It lends itself to daily practical needs; but it lends 
itself, too, and especially, to general discussion of the most important 
ideas which a world society must come to terms with. This makes it 
a means of helping planetary purposes as opposed to sectional aims, 
of easing tensions due to ignorance, of making the interdependence 
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of peoples more manifest, of widening and enriching mutual aware- 
ness, and of consolidating world opinion against disruptive strains. 
A secondary language that became truly universal, carrying common 
news, common science, and, not least, common political ideas, their 
discussion and application, would — it needs no showing help to 
defend us against future universal wars. That is the inducement which 
circumstances stress at this moment. But fear is a repulsion. It is not 
enough to be afraid of what we may do to one another; we must be 
more imaginative and fall in love with the constructive possibilities. 
How little of human talent has ever yet been channeled to other 
than local aims. To turn a world language into an actuality we must 
sec it as a way of remaking man. 

The convenience to a traveler of finding everywhere people able to 
comprehend him cannot be overlooked. But that notion of the uses 
of a world language is inadequate. A man’s ability to buy a hat in 
six languages does not in itself make him a better world citizen. The 
mere possession of a second language-regardless of the uses made 
of it— is an advantage, undoubtedly; but we need not exaggerate 
its value. Only in so far as the second language deepens a mind’s 
powers, does it become truly worth having. Only in so far as it be- 
comes another organ of the spirit, through which other meanings are 
apprehended, and their otherness understood, is it certainly enlarging. 
When it gives no more than a dimmer version of what we already 
understand fully enough in our vernacular, it becomes a practical 
convenience only — by no means to be undervalued, but not the sort 
of thing to lead to a new humanity. 

For many language students— as teachers grow tired of complain- 
ing— the tourist’s conception of a language is dominant. The language 
remains a mere means of repeating the same things in another code. 
And it is too often assumed that only an advanced knowledge of a 
language can be a liberating knowledge. That is a mistake; the 
liberation and enlargement of thought depend rather upon with 
what understanding— the language is learned than upon hotv much 
of it is picked up. A small segment of a language, well learned with 
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its meanings well explored, is more valuable — from this point of 
view, as allowing one to see how its thought patterns compare with 
those of one’s vernacular — than a larger vocabulary learned as a code. 
If our world secondary language is to tell us what other people are 
thinking, instead of letting us lend them our own thoughts, or hang 
our suspicions upon them, this aspect must be kept in mind. Great 
though the practical utility of any common medium is, there are 
greater values still to be attained if the medium really favors a 
genuine meeting of minds. We must not neglect the practical con- 
veniences — as aids in so many of our other concerns, transport, 
trade, and the rest— but, for the growth of a world consciousness, 
depth of mutual understanding is paramount. All reflective students 
of languages agree on this. I wish I could assume that all extant 
teachers do. But below the highest ranges of the profession the code 
conception of a language is strong. Schedules, tests, and examinations 
fight for it. Demands for acquaintanceship with a multitude of words 
push ahead. Most teachers know how hard it is, under their pressure, 
to put understanding first — before the blank production of a gen- 
erally ^‘right enough” code answer. 

Basic by its constitution leans to the side of understanding. With 
its stress on insight rather than rote memory, its preference for 
visibles and demonstrables in its key teaching patterns, its cultivation 
of metaphor, its avoidance of the bilingual dictionary, its practice of 
exploring more advanced English by means of simpler Enghsh— 
Basic relies on “thinking in English” as its main technique. It fights 
the code conception by the very economy of its vocabulary. Translating 
into Basic, as we have seen, is a rethinking of the meaning, not a 
one-for-one replacement of words. And this rethinking has to be in 
English. Thus, competence in Basic is favorably inclined to the sort 
of meeting of minds which better human relations require. 

The understanding a beginner in a language establishes with his 
teacher is often especially close. So again is it when he first tries out 
his growing powers in friendly converse with others. If the native 
speakers are able to come to meet the beginner, there is the op- 
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portunity for a peculiar relation of mutual aid in the joint endeavor 
to maintain communication. The one is struggling to express some- 
fili ng — the others to understand it and reply. Their success is a com- 
mon triumph. An unusual candor on both sides, a simplicity which 
is not merely linguistic, often accompanies such efforts. Men then 
return to a fresher world in which the miracle of speech has regained 
its glory, become conscious again of the tenuousness and fragility 
of human contacts, and are readier to enjoy and honor them with 
sincerity and a fuller sense of what we owe them. Greater linguistic 
accomplishment dulls these feelings. Language becomes once more 
a way of concealing our thoughts, of preserving conventional social 
relations. But the first stages of a beginner’s progress are often lit 
by moments of peculiarly intimate communion— if he is fortunate in 
those he encounters. 

They in their turn have been privileged. But they have another 
privilege: that of keeping to their own language, of which they have 
probably been keenly aware. And this privilege imposes a duty: 
of being more alert to what their words will mean, of being more 
supple and appropriate in their choices, of being less ready to hand 
over the responsibility for being understood, of being more aware of 
assumptions, and so on. 

No doubt, being able to help beginners to talk with us is in part 
a knack; in part it depends on what is called a sympathetic tempera^ 
ment and patience; but it can be greatly heightened by reflection, 
and by that kind of study of the difficulties of our language which is 
exemplified in Basic. If more English speakers would train them- 
selves to lighten the task, the gain in other ways would be immense. 
More than merely linguistic understanding would be in course of 
achievement. 

To prepare oneself for this costs some trouble — less than may be 
supposed, as I have argued above, but still some effort. But this is as 
it should be. The work of making English a universal second tongue 
should not be all on the learner’s side. And only through such out- 
going effort visibly made in the right spirit can those suspicions and 
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resentments which I began by mentioning be set at rest. Whether 
they are actually felt abroad, I doubt, but the supranationaily-minded 
English speaker often feels them. They are a reminder, which he will 
not need, that all the technical apparatus and facilities in the world 
will be no help to man if he seeks his own first and takes “the general 
good” to be only the slogan of some pressure group of individuals or 
nations. 

Here, then, for those who are willing and able to cultivate sym- 
pathetic co-operations across the language frontiers, is a way of 
working toward reconstruction. Fifteen years of experiment and test, 
of development in texts and in reading materials, have provided the 
means. There is no claim that Basic is perfect. No claims indeed of 
any sort are needed. These pages are no more than a description of 
what it is, what it has done, and how it may be used. The hour of the 
most effective use is soon coming, the hour of reconstruction. It will 
pass. Hope and resolve will cool. The enterprising spirit will dull 
down into routine again unless in that hour enough is done to trans- 
form the urges of disaster into lasting influences favoring unity. We 
must act while the lesson lasts. And what the lesson teaches above 
all else is that the peoples of the earth must know one another better 
— ^not through official channels but more directly. 

The medium exists. Its period of trial or of tutelage, the need for 
control and observation, for protection and support, may be taken to 
be over. What it now needs to go into maximum action is careful use 
by as many, among its 200 million potential instructors, as have the 
opportunity, the necessary knowledge, and the ability. A common 
language for the earth will only come into being through the common 
work of common men and women in their common interests. 
Official encouragement from governments, school systems, and other 
bodies could be a great help. So could the action of powerful indi- 
viduals. But it is the men and women with the opportunity, knowl- 
edge, and ability to aid a beginner in English who will really carry 
the load. After the war almost anyone may, so far as transport is 
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concerned, go anywhere within a few hours* Opportunity, therefore, 
will not be lacking. And the necessary knowledge — for anyone who 
has read this through to the end — will be a matter at most of a few 
days’ diligent study. The rest is good will, imagination, and a belief 
in mutual understanding. 

English of some sort is undoubtedly going to be the chief medium 
for the wider contacts and co-operations of the air age. People must 
communicate, and when they are suddenly mixed together in 
practical undertakings they will use the medium that is most available. 
Academic arguments have very little effect upon what they will in 
fact do. At countless points on the earth’s surface, English will be 
the most available language — English of some sort. The questions 
then are: How broken need that English be? and: How much strain 
upon those concerned need these inevitably faulty communications 
put? Both are important — the first for the protection of English, 
the second for general amity. I have been attempting to make clear 
what the uses of Basic are in these and in other connections. 
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A SELECTION OF BOOKS ON OR IN BASIC ENGLISH 

(The American agents for those books that are not yet published in the U.S.A. 

arc Barnes and Noble, Fifth Avenue at i8th Street, New York City.) 

The System of Basic English (Harcourt, Brace). A general account with 
examples of Basic English, containing, as Part II, The ABC of Basic 
English. 

The ABC of Basic English, An analysis of the details of the Basic system 
written in Basic. It has been translated into French, German, Japa- 
nese, and some other languages as an adult introduction to Basic 
(see pp. 55-56). 

Basic Step by Step. A presentation of the 850 words in associated groups 
arranged in short descriptive passages annexed to illustrations. 
Copious notes and teaching suggestions are included which are the 
basis for numerous adaptations in other languages. 

The Basic Words. A listing of the recommended uses of the 850 words, 
their extensions and specializations, with French and CJerman 
“equivalents” for root senses. 

A Short Guide to Basic English. In Basic, by C. K. Ogden. Touches on 
many points that have not been taken up in these pages. 

Basic English and Grammatical Reform. By C. K. Ogden. Suggestions 
for a radical reconstruction of approaches to the teaching of.English 
grammar. 

Basic in Teaching: East and West. By I. A. Richards. A discussion of the 
place of Basic in the schools of China and in the English class at 
home. 

Basic by Isotype. A brilliandy clear presentation through the international 
picture language designed by O. Neurath. 

The General Basic English Dictionary (Norton). Over 20,000 words 
defined in the 850. 

Learning the English Language: A Boo^ for Men and Women of All 
Countries, Books I-III (Houghton Mifflin). A beginners’ text graded 
for class use, with a Teachers’ Edition giving full notes on method. 
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SIMPLER READINGS IN BASIC 

Keatve's Bottle, R. L. Stevenson’s The Bottle Imp in Basic. 

Mr. Midshipman Easy. A Basic abridgment of Captain Marryat’s novel, 
Pinocchio. By Collodi. 

Stories for the Young. By Leo Tolstoi. 

Stories from China. By T. K. Ch’u. 

Stories from France. By Perrault. 

Blac^ Beauty. By Anna Sewell. 

Japanese Stories. By Lafcadio Hearn, with parallel Basic version. 

The Gold Insect. Poe’s Gold Bug in Basic. 

Gulliver in Ltlhput. A Basic version of the first part of Swift’s Gulliver* $ 
Travels. 

Wise Words of an Early American. By Benjamin Franklin. 

Our Changing Times. A series of eighteen short books in Basic English 
about the world in which we live. 


Across the Isthmus of Panama 
All About Motion Pictures 
Electric Power at W or \ 

Fireside Stories 
Great Discoveries 

How Men Have Kept Their Records 

Late Night Special 

Schoolboys of Early Times (Part I) 

Schoolboys of Early Times (Part II) 

Ships of Yesterday 

The First Virginians 

The Post Bag 

The Potter s Wheel 

Thunder Bird 

To Far Cathay 

White Man Comes to New Yor\ 

Wings Away 

Wires Round the Earth 


E. Elsbree 

F. W. Wead 
M, Haynes 

M. S. G. Phelan 

A. C. Perry and G. A, Price 
M. Lipman 

L. J. Hazam 

B. D. Hurley and I. C. Sartorius 
idem 

L. M. Elholm 
A. Dwight 
E. W. Nolan 
E. Berry 
W. Evans 
W. C. Bagley, Jr. 

G. R. Spoerer 
J. E. Mooney 
V. Stout 


Basic Picture Tal\s. By L. W. Lockhart. An outline of the connections be- 
tween the senses of some important words. 
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FOR MORE ADVANCED READERS • 

The Three Signs, A selection of short stories by Hawthorne, Irving, and 
Poe. 

The Two Friends. A story by Tourgenieff. 

Arms and the Man. By Bernard Shaw. 

Carl and Aima. By Leonhard Frank. A Basic version of a sophisticated 
German novel. 

Death in High Society. Short stories by Inez Holden. 

The Meno of Plato. By J. Rantz. In Basic English with notes. 

That Night. By Tumura. A Japanese play with transliterated Japanese 
text and two Basic English versions, one literal and one free. 

General History. By E. H. Carter and C. K. Ogden. The story of man 
from the earliest times to the present day, viewed from an inter- 
national angle. 

The New Testament in Basic English. A new translation under the direc- 
tion of Dr. S. H. Hooke, who holds the Chair of Old Testament 
Studies in the University of London, (^he Old Testament in Basic 
English is forthcoming.) 

The Republic of Plato (Norton). An abridged version in an expanded 
form of Basic, by I. A. Richards. 

Julius Caesar. Shakespeare’s tragedy with parallel Basic version and notes. 

Julius Caesar. A Basic version of selections from the Histories of Julius 
Caesar and Brutus in North’s Plutarch, 

Statement and Suggestion. By A, P. Rossiter. A study of the use of Basic 
in interpretation. 

SCIENCE IN BASIC FOR THE GENERAL READER 

European Science, By H, S. Hatfield, 

Inventions and their Uses in Science Today. By H. S. Hatfield. 

Living Things, By J. W. N. Sullivan. An account of the structure of living 
material and the development of living forms. 

The Outloo\ of Science, A selection from the writings of J, B. S. Haldane. 

Science and Well-Being. A further selection from the writings of J. B, S. 
Haldane. 
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What Things Are Made of. By H. S. Hatfield. A short account of the 
guiding facts of present-day chemistry. 

The Growth of Science. By A. P. Rossiter. A history of men’s theories and 
discoveries. 

Basic for Science. A general accdunt of its uses. 
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This book explains the origins and methods of 
Basic English. It is an introduction to this new 
language tool, an explanation of its use for 
those who are taking up English, as well as for 
those who are interested in putting it to work 
in special fields, and for all who are making 
discoveries about words, their uses, and their 
powers. 

In it Dr. Richards presents some of the 
reasons for believing that a simplified form of 
English is the most practicable world second 
language, and with them the grounds for be- 
lieving that no artificial language yet devised 
or imagined could do the same work. He then 
describes the form of English which most 
nearly meets the need, its relationship to un- 
limited English, and how it has been disen- 
gaged from the parent language. He discusses 
the teaching of this simplified English and the , 
aid which the sound motion picture, the radio, 
and other recent inventions can be in this 
instruction. Finally, he shows how this sim- 
plified form of English may be used to improve 
and enrich understanding for those of us who 
are born to the language of Shakespeare and 
Milton. Far from being a substitute for, or 
offering any threat to, the use of full English 
where that is possible, Basic English will serve 
as an introduction to it, and as a helpful instru- 
ment toward its further exploration. 



